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Steph Smith

Vulnerable Customer
Engagement Lead

United Utilities

How to Connect

Session

In this session Steph explored best
practices for identifying and supporting
vulnerable customers, particularly through
the Priority Services Register (PSR).

Discussions focused on differentiating
between eligibility and actual need,
strengthening partnerships, improving
frontline training, and ensuring that
services evolve to meet growing demand.
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Steph Smith

Step is a Vulnerable Customer Engagement
Lead at United Utilities, opened

the session by highlighting the
organisation’s commitment to supporting
those who need it most.

The goal is to expand PSR registrations
while ensuring services remain
meaningful and not just a “tick-box
exercise.”

A key challenge raised: how to balance
growth with ensuring that those who truly
need support receive it in the most
effective way.

PSR’s current reach - Over 557,000
customers are supported, with a target to
reach 20% of the customer base by 20530.

Beyond eligibility - Not all eligible

customers need support, and not all in need

are necessarily registered.

The role of partnerships - No organisation

can do this alone; collaboration is key.

Evolving customer needs - Services must
adapt alongside the changing landscape of
vulnerability.
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This Collaboration
Hour focused on
refining
approaches to
recognising and
assisting at-risk
customers,

fostering

cooperative

efforts across
sectors, equipping
staff with practical
skills, and adapting
support systems to
remain effective as
demand increases.
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Understanding Vulnerability:

Chair’s Key Question: . Vulnerability is fluid, not fixed. Customers may shift between

How do we differentiate between vulnerability and stability depending on life events such as

customers who are eligible for bereavement, illness, job loss, or sudden financial hardship. Recognising
support and those who genuinely this fluidity is essential in shaping services that respond dynamically.

need it? . A one-size-fits-all approach does not work. Eligibility criteria often
Include broad categories, but true need depends on individual
circumstances. Simply being a pensioner, for example, does not
automatically mean a customer requires additional services.

Risk of misalignment between registration and real support. Some
customers may be on the PSR but not actively receiving benefits, while
others in urgent need may not be registered at all. This highlights the
need for proactive engagement rather than passive sign-ups.

Building a “PSR Plus” approach. Some organisations are exploring
models where the PSR is supplemented by a softer, more flexible
vulnerability framework, capturing temporary and hidden vulnerabilities
that traditional criteria may overlook.

N¥ Collaboration Network 5
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through Partnerships Responses & Insights:

Chair’s Key Question: . Collaboration is a force multiplier. No single organisation can provide

How can we ensure that all necessary support. By building strong cross-industry networks,

businesses can extend their reach and effectiveness.

vulnerable customers receive

appropriate support beyond what . Trust remains a major barrier. Customers often hesitate to disclose

our organisations can provide? personal struggles due to fear of negative consequences (e.g., increased
insurance premiums, credit score impacts). Establishing trust through
transparent communication and third-party advocacy is crucial.

Partnerships with charities and advocacy groups allow for a more
holistic approach. Vulnerability is multi-dimensional, spanning
financial, medical, and social factors. Leveraging external expertise can
fill service gaps that a single organisation cannot cover alone.
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Training and Empowering

Chair’s Key Question: - Moving beyond script-based interactions. While process
How can we better train consistency is important, vulnerability often presents in subtle ways.

frontline staff to identify and Training should focus on active listening, empathetic questioning,

assist vulnerable customers? and detecting non-verbal cues.

Providing a clear support framework. Some organisations have
introduced vulnerability matrices, allowing staff to quickly
identify available services based on specific needs (e.g., dementia,

hearing impairment, financial distress).

Cross-sector training can add value. Partnering with charities like Mind
UK, Samaritans, and Kidney Care UK ensures frontline teams
understand real-world experiences of vulnerable customers.
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to Meet Growing Demand Responses & Insights:

Chair’s Key Question: - Prioritisation is key. Some organisations are implementing tiered

As the PSR expands, how do we support models, ensuring that the most critical cases (e.g., medically
ensure that services remain rele- dependent customers) receive immediate response, while others receive
vant and effective? tailored long-term assistance.

Proactive engagement vs. reactive support. Rather than waiting for
customers to seek help, organisations are exploring predictive
modelling to identify those at risk based on behavioural patterns and
financial indicators.

Feedback loops are essential. Customer voices must shape service
iImprovements. Reqular reviews and impact assessments help ensure that
services continue to align with evolving needs.
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Key Takeaways

Key Insights from the Discussion: Strategic Recommendations:

Vulnerability is situational. Support systems must be . Develop flexible vulnerability frameworks. Move
adaptable to customers’ changing circumstances. beyond rigid PSR criteria to capture hidden and

Terminology matters. The term "register” may transient needs.

discourage engagement; a shift towards more . Enhance frontline staff training. Invest in real-world
inclusive, positive language could increase uptake. case studies and multi-sector learning to equip staff

Trust is the foundation. Customers are more likely to with better tools
engage when they feel safe and understood. . Strengthen proactive customer engagement. Use

Collaboration is essential. Cross-sector partnerships data-driven insights to identify at-risk customers be-

significantly enhance the support available. fore crises occur.
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Resources Final Remarks from the Chair

Priority Services | United Utili- Steph Smith closed the session by emphasising the power of collabo-
ties - ration, adaptability, and proactive engagement in creating meaningful

Mind UK Support Services - change for vulnerable customers.

Additional Vulnerability Train-

ing Resources - By Money Ad-

vice Trust -
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https://www.unitedutilities.com/help-and-support/priority-services/
https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/
https://cn-x.co.uk/events/193
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