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Welcome to the latest Collaboration Journal, the monthly 

publication from the Collaboration Network. 

Whilst we may all work and operate across different 

sectors, with different levels of regulation and different 

nuances, one thing which we can all relate to right now is 

change.

Change often presents itself in many guises, and its 

impact upon us can be starkly different depending upon 

the scenario. We are all too aware of the impact of Covid 

upon the economy right now and the changes it’s bringing 

about. And I feel deeply for those individuals who have 

lost their jobs and are facing financial uncertainty because 

of these changes. 

Yet, whilst its clear change is impacting those facing 

redundancy, what about the changes felt upon those who 

remain to carry on within organisations? How is change 

impacting people taking on more responsibility? How is 

change impacting their mental health and wellbeing? How 

is change impacting leaders and the way in which they 

are now having to support, motivate and lead their teams 

through digital channels rather than in person? How are 

we all dealing with seismic changes unlike anything we’ve 

ever experienced in contemporary business practice?

Within this edition of the Collaboration Journal, we 

explore some of these questions. Whether with the view 

of ‘building back better’, re-emerging from the cocoon as 

a proverbial butterfly (Nicola Eaton-Sawford, page 14), 

identifying ways to support employee mental health 

(Panel Discussion, page 17) or creating a ‘Resolution 

Revolution’ (James Walker, page 40). Change is here, 

how we choose to embrace it is up to each of us, and 

Welcome
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principally up to business leaders who can empower their 

people to become catalysts for positive change.

Because change doesn’t have to always be viewed as 

a negative. Change presents opportunities. And as we 

come into the autumn period and we see the changing 

colours of nature, we can recognise that change is also 

an inevitable part of life. Perhaps in a post-Covid world 

we can all become catalysts for more positive change. 

And we believe that will be driven by greater cross-sector 

collaboration between organisations. 

This leads me to a quote from Matt Vickers, CEO of 

Ombudsman Services (page 42) who said:

“All of us – firms, regulators, ombudsman, the Government, 

need to recognise, that in the future, there will have to be 

more cross-sector collaboration.”

Because together, we can go further. 

Will Archer
Co-Founder & Director
Collaboration Network

will@collaborationnetwork.co.uk

Collaboration Journal

https://www.linkedin.com/in/will-archer-5063235b/
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Yorkshire Building Society

Guest Speaker:
Sue Buckle, 
Resolution Delivery Manager

Adapt, Improvise, Overcome: 
How Yorkshire Building Society 
innovated in its response to Covid-19 
and the lockdown measures.

Since the start of Covid-19, Yorkshire Building Society 

has been going through a journey to support both our 

customers and colleagues. If we go back to the start of 

March 2020 (which admittedly, feels a long time ago 

now) when this came to the forefront, we needed to 

make a number of swift changes – changes that all feel 

very normal today. From the outset, there was a need to 

take this initial action as a direct response to what was 

happening.

Initial Actions

One of our first actions for the customer facing teams 

based at Head Office was to quickly operationalise a split 

of our teams between four sites, in order to adhere to 

social distancing measures. We used  a contingency site, 

repurposed our training centre and utilised a site  that we 

weren’t currently using.

All non-customer facing colleagues who could work from 

home were asked to do so, to ensure we reduced the 

number of colleagues working from our sites to make 

it safer for everyone. Our technical teams successfully 

made it possible for 1,400 colleagues to work from home 

within a week, supporting the measures we were putting 

in place to create a Covid-19 secure workplace.

It was then all hands-on deck for our split teams, with 

everyone stepping up to new challenges, including 

myself. Whilst my role wouldn’t usually involve working 

in telephony, I very quickly had to learn their systems and 

support these colleagues. Whilst challenging at the time, 

if I look back now it was also an exciting period with a 

‘buzz’ among the team as we all supported our customers 

and each other.

Within each of our active sites we installed safety 

measures around social distancing and desk space. This 

included diagonal seating arrangements, signposting 

throughout our sites with two metre space markers 

(including floors, doors and walls), and the installation of 

desk screens.  We also introduced colleague restrictions, 

whereby only one person was allowed in a lift at any one 

time and breakout rooms and meeting rooms had clearly 

labelled maximum capacities visible. These measures 

all helped our people feel safe about continuing to work 

within the office environment. 

To support our people who were shielding and unable 

to come into the office , we enabled them to work from 

home wherever possible or confirmed they would be 

entitled to shield on full pay under our existing sickness 

absence policy. 
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Industry Case Study:

“One of the biggest immediate 
impacts of Covid-19 was 
the change in our telephony 
demand”



acknowledge that all of our customers are potentially 

vulnerable as a result of Covid-19, and we’re treating 

every customer as such. We’ve looked at our processes in 

response to this challenge to address how we can simplify 

these and remove any hindering red-tape. 

We realised that some of our current processes had the 

potential to create barriers for those customers unable to 

get into branch or transact normally due to Covid. Some of 

the things we introduced to support this included:

•	 Offering our customers an online mortgage payment 

holiday form  to ease long queuing times on calls. 

The simplified forms made it easy to go through the 

process.

•	 Increasing faster payment limits in telephony.

•	 Updating our approach to the 3rd party mandate 

withdrawal process for those unable to come into 

branch in person.

•	 Concentrating our opening hours to help increase 

reasonable service for customers during the time we 

were open.

Another positive to come from all of this is the increase 

in speed in which we’ve been able to respond to decision 

making.

Covid-19 Related Complaints

As of the start of this week (10th August) we have 

received 219 logged complaints around Covid-19. Yet our 

complaints are actually down by about 40% year on year. 

So, in general, our complaint volumes are reducing. Issues 
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Changes in Telephony Demand

One of the biggest immediate impacts of Covid-19 was 

the change in our telephony demand. Lockdown saw 

an increase in the number of people who were calling 

us, due to the increased worry from customers and the 

reluctance to visit a branch when this would have been 

their channel of choice before. This came at a time when, 

like most organisations, we had increased colleague 

absences , therefore, the increase in volumes presented a 

challenge. We also saw that the telephony demands shifted 

to transactional requests. A lot of people tried to move to 

the online channel but had to call us as they had forgotten 

passwords and couldn’t get past the online verification 

process. This presented us with a high volume of calls. 

With the Government announcement of the payment 

holidays, we were also hit with a high volume of mortgage 

holiday related calls. People were ringing through to the 

Telephony & Online Servicing as well as Collections & 

Recoveries. This was a big change in the type of calls we 

would usually have received. 

Branch Support

Our branches have remained open throughout this entire 

period, albeit with reduced opening hours. This has also 

enabled the branches to support other customer-facing 

channels. At the peak, over 3,000 calls a week were being 

answered by the branches. With an increase in telephony 

requirements the branches were able to assist in this area 

which made a positive impact to our customers and call 

waiting times. 

This has given us the ability to flex resources when 

necessary. It’s given our branch staff deeper insights 

into the issues our telephony staff support, which 

aids business-wide collaboration. It has also improved 

knowledge and capability in first touch resolution. A 

positive legacy of Covid-19 is that it has helped to install a 

multi-skill approach into our people.

Vulnerable Customers

Covid-19 has understandably heightened the need 

for vigilance in supporting vulnerable people. We 

“YBS are quite a risk adverse 
organisation, yet we realised 
that some of our processes 
were going to create barriers 
for those customers unable 
to get into branch or transact 
normally due to Covid”



we’ve had complaints about include payment holidays, 

telephone wait times and social distancing measures in 

branch. 

Creating change

We also utilised our Failure Demand Team in analysing 

data from a range of sources, such as call tracking, agent 

feedback, online behaviour and complaints data. We 

used this to look at how we could improve the journey 

for customers and colleagues, and worked with different 

business areas to drive improvements. This led to tangible 

changes within the business, such as telephony teams 

being able to take arrears payments direct to improve the 

customer journey, as well as aid first touch resolution. 

We have also seen our NPS score remain unchanged, 

which signifies we’ve been doing something right. And as 

stated in the August edition of the Collaboration Journal 

(Helen Pettifer, Changing Circumstances & Vulnerability) 

“Companies will either be unforgivable or unforgettable”, 

and hopefully YBS will be unforgettable for the right 

reasons.

Colleague Support

As mentioned, we supported our people by splitting our 

sites, introducing social distancing measures and reduced 

operating hours. We also supported our people’s mental and 

physical health with the following initiatives: 

•	 We offered mental health support via our Unmind 

app featuring lots of support material, tips, advice and 

mindfulness exercises.

•	 We gave colleagues access to mental health first aiders 

within each business area as well as access to trained 

counsellors via the employee assistance program.

•	 We initially extended our yearly dependency leave 

allowance from five days to 10 days, before enabling 

collegaues to take an unlimited number of days to look 

after dependents where there was no other option for 

that person.

•	 We redeployed colleagues who werew unable come 

into the office on other tasks that could be carried out 

at home.

•	 We provided free refreshments and treats for office-

based colleagues.

•	 As our customer-facing colleagues are classed as key 

workers by the Government, we wanted to champion 

our colleagues and  celebrate our successes. To 

recognise their contribution, we held rainbow days 

to coincide with the NHS clapping days,  where 

colleaguies were encouraged to wear bright colours 

and decorate the office.  

In a recent engagement survey, we asked our people 

“Have you been impressed with how YBS has treated 

colleagues during Covid-19?” and I’m delighted to say 

we scored 8.5/10, which is phenomenal given everything 

that’s happened. 

What’s Next

We are starting to bring colleagues back into the office 

safely and are employing the appropriate risk assessments 

to do so. We are regularly checking in with all of our 

people to ensure we are supporting their physical and 

mental wellbeing,  and that they have the equipment and 

support they need to do their jobs well. We’re also keeping 

up regular communication across the business, from the 

top down as we continue to drive improvements and 

adjust to the new ‘normal’. 

Sue has worked at Yorkshire Building Society for eight 

years in various roles, all in Customer Services, ensuring 

customers receive the right outcome.  Sue manages the 

Complaint and Vulnerable Customer Policies within YBS.
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Sue Buckle
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to engage and support vulnerable customers.

4.	 Organisations must be responsive and proactive in 

identifying and supporting vulnerable customers.

5.	 Communication is key.

Let’s explore these 5 points in greater detail:

Vulnerable Customers take Centre Stage

Vulnerability has come to the fore during the global 

pandemic and this is reflected in the guidance. Rather 

than use uncertainty as an excuse not to act, the FCA 

expects services for vulnerable people to be a priority.

“With Coronavirus significantly increasing the number and 

severity of issues affecting consumers, now more than ever, 

firms should be paying particular attention to the needs of 

vulnerable customers.” - Page 5 - Paragraph B

“In our view, the guidance is more relevant now than 

ever and remains valid for firms to use during the current 

circumstances as well as in the long term.” - Page 6 - 1.21

If the prospect of reading a 109-page document is 

overwhelming, this article explains the key points that 

I have taken away from the FCA Guidance. The full 

document is still worth a read, especially as it includes 

case studies which clearly illustrate what good and bad 

practice look like. Access it here.

What is the FCA Looking for?

Page 9 – 1.35 of the Guidance lists actions that the FCA 

will be looking for firms to actively demonstrate:

•	 Understand the needs of your target market/

customer base.

•	 Ensure staff have the right skills and capability to 

respond to the needs of vulnerable customers.

•	 Respond to consumer needs through product 

design, flexible customer service provision and 

communications.

•	 Monitor that the needs of your vulnerable customers 

are being met and responded to, collecting 

information on the impact of your policies and 

processes, and assessing how these are resulting in 

good outcomes for vulnerable consumers.

To summarise such a lengthy document in 5 points is a 

challenge, but my understanding of the draft guidance is:

1.	 Vulnerability is now centre stage.

2.	 Organisations need to embed vulnerability into their 

culture.

3.	 Staff must have the skills, resources, and capabilities 

Summarising the FCA Draft Consultation Guidance on 
Treating Vulnerable Customers Fairly

Helen Pettifer, 
Customer Vulnerabilty Expert

Expert View
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“The FCA guidance makes it 
clear that this is not a one-off, 
tick box exercise. Organisations 
need to embed vulnerability 
into the workplace culture”

https://www.fca.org.uk/publication/guidance-consultation/gc20-03.pdf


Embedding ‘Fair Service for All’ in an Organisation’s Culture

The FCA guidance makes it clear that this is not a one-

off, tick box exercise. Organisations need to embed 

vulnerability into the workplace culture. Monitoring, 

reviewing, and gathering feedback to inform continuous 

improvement demands a proactive, long-term approach. 

This requires buy-in from senior management.

“Senior leaders in firms should create and maintain a healthy 

culture in which all staff take responsibility for reducing the 

potential for harm to vulnerable consumers.” - Page 8 – 1.29

“We have seen the best outcomes for all consumers achieved 

where commitment comes from the top and where there is a 

culture of feedback and learning from the frontline staff.”  

- Page 62 – 1.20

Staff Capable of Recognising and Responding to 

Vulnerable Customers

Recognising vulnerability and having the skills, knowledge, 

and resources to respond appropriately will be a challenge 

for many employees. Training needs to be in place to raise 

awareness and build confidence. Employees also need to 

be empowered to adapt standard processes to better meet 

the needs of vulnerable customers or signpost to others.

“Front-line staff should be capable of exercising particular 

care to adapt to the consumer’s needs and be able to exercise 

judgement on when it is necessary to do so.” - Page 78 – 3.10

“Staff should be able to recognise when it is appropriate to 

seek additional or specialist support.” - Page 78 – 3.11

Responsive and Proactive Services to Reduce the Risk of 

Harm

The FCA Guidance recognises that services which 

prevent vulnerable customers from accessing support 

and information can be detrimental. They should invite 

customers to share vulnerabilities without consequence 

and provide the earliest intervention to minimise 

disadvantage.

“Firms need to respond to the needs of all consumers along 
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the spectrum of vulnerability*. In doing so, they should take 

particular care to ensure they meet the needs of consumers at 

the greatest risk of harm.” - Page 27 – 3.56

*The Spectrum of Vulnerability is illustrated in figure 5 on 

Page 74 

“Firms should be proactive in offering support and should 

enable consumers to discuss any additional needs they have 

so they can deliver appropriate customer service.” - Page 87 

– 4.34

“Consumers should not have to repeat information (‘Tell us 

Once’ policy).” - Page 93 – 4.61

Communication is Crucial

Communication with staff and customers is a crucial 

element in successfully identifying, supporting, and 

improving outcomes for vulnerable customers. Firms must 

remember that some communication channels are not 

readily accessible to everyone.

The Guidance highlights “The importance of flexible and 

appropriate communications where necessary to ensure 

communications are accessible and understandable by

vulnerable consumers in their target market and customer 

base.” - Page 31 – 3.80

Implementing Change

The concept of treating vulnerable customers fairly is 

nothing new for the financial industry. 



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.

​As a consultant, she supports businesses helping them 

achieve regulatory compliance and improve working 

practices.

www.helenpettifer.com

Helen Pettifer

As the FCA Guidance relates to existing Principles, it 

is expected that organisations can already evidence 

changes that have been made to improve experiences for 

vulnerable customers. 

It’s important to note that there is no implementation 

period. Once the final guidance is published it will take 

immediate effect. If you haven’t already taken action, 

now is the perfect opportunity to perform a vulnerable 

customer audit to identify any gaps in your strategy and 

create an action plan.

“We want to introduce Guidance to drive change by providing 

clarity and focusing firms’ attention on what they should 

do to comply with our rules and ensure that vulnerable 

consumers are treated fairly and consistently. This Guidance 

does not provide a checklist of required actions, rather it 

provides options for ways in which firms can comply with the 

Principles.” - Page 43 – 14

“We will use the Guidance to hold firms to account against 

the standards set by our Principles. While firms are not bound 

to adopt any of the specific actions described in the Guidance 

they must ensure they comply with the Principles and treat 

vulnerable consumers fairly.” - Page 22 – 3.18

My Top Tip for reading the FCA Guidance

If this article has sparked your interest in reading the full 

FCA Guidance document, I would suggest starting on Page 

58. This is the point at which the guidance begins. 

However, I do suggest that you then go back to the start 

to read through their findings, feedback, and costings, then 

read the guidance again. 

Treating Vulnerable Customers Fairly

It has always been good practice to treat all customers 

with respect; without them, your business cannot exist. 

Some customers require a little more care to be able 

to access your services. You have to make it as easy as 

possible. 

The pandemic has impacted every organisation, but rather 

than providing a reason not to act, this is the perfect 

time to ensure that good practice is at the heart of your 

operations. With more vulnerable customers than ever, it 

is vital to help people to get back on track, rather than 

adding to their difficulties.

“Some customers require a 
little more care to be able to 
access your services. You have 
to make it as easy as possible.”
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I joined the UK Regulators Network in June 2019 to work 

on its flagship vulnerability workstream. At first, this is 

what I imagined it to be; reading lots of publications 

about vulnerability, meeting colleagues working on 

similar areas, and looking for opportunities to collaborate 

and share best practice. 

However, my work at the UKRN quickly become dominated 

by two words: ‘data sharing’. So much of our effort to 

support our member regulators in improving outcomes 

for consumers became focused on how firms could share 

vulnerability data with one another.

In meetings about vulnerability, the benefits of data 

sharing are generally known to all in attendance. For 

regulators, firms sharing data with one another means 

that consumers should receive the support that they 

require and with less hassle. For firms, data sharing allows 

them to better serve their customers and provides a more 

efficient way of identifying vulnerable consumers. 

But one thing not often discussed at these meetings, 

and is something that can be too readily assumed, is the 

benefit to individual consumers and whether they feel 

that the sharing of their data would be the best way to 

serve their needs.

In an attempt to answer this question, with the support 

and guidance of our member regulators, the UKRN has 

commissioned research on how consumers in vulnerable 

situations feel about the collection, use and sharing of 

their data.

Although the findings from this research will not be 

published until later in the year, one early observation 

is the importance of trust. For any data sharing scheme 

to work, consumers need to be able to trust firms to use 

information about their personal circumstances to deliver 

a better service to them and not for any other purpose. 

Hence the title of this article – don’t hate the data, hate 

the game. It is not necessarily that consumers are simply 

unwilling to disclose their personal information and to 

allow this data to be shared, but rather that they do not 

Don’t Hate the Data, Hate the Game
By Joe Duffield

Head of Vulnerability at the UK Regulators Network

Guest Column
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trust that disclosing this information will benefit them.

While most of us share our data constantly throughout 

the day, be it using Google Maps, scanning your Tesco 

Clubcard or posting photos on Facebook, we are more 

reluctant to share our personal data with our electricity, 

broadband or mortgage provider.

The difference between our attitudes on sharing such 

data may not only be because of the content of the data 

(vulnerability information is clearly highly personal, but 

so is much of the information we share online), but also 

about the clarity of the trade-off we’re making.

When allowing an online service to access our data, 

we are often aware that information about us is being 

collected, but in return, we are getting to use a valuable 

service for free. The issue with sharing data with utility 

and financial services providers is often that this trade-off 

is less clear to consumers in vulnerable circumstances.

Consumers need to trust that when they are asked to 

disclose issues relating to vulnerability, doing so will 

result in a positive change to the services they receive.

Understandably, however, many consumers have privacy 

and security concerns when it comes to disclosing 

their personal information. In contrast to my regulatory 

colleagues, they are also far less likely to spend time 

thinking about GDPR and how personal data is protected.

Thus, firms need to ensure they are transparent and 

open with customers about the purpose of the data 

collection. They also should do more to advertise the 

benefits of doing so and the protections in place. This will 

help to improve trust and encourage disclosures about 

vulnerability.

Even if there are the appropriate legal agreements 

and requisite IT systems in place to share data within 

and across sectors – by no means an easy feat – such 

mechanisms can only function if consumers have enough 

trust in firms to disclose their information in the first 

place. A large part of this is trusting firms to react with 

sincerity and compassion when disclosing information 

pertaining to vulnerability.

To do this, firms need a high quality and well-trained 

customer service team. Data sharing therefore should 

not be viewed as the holy grail to achieving call centre 

efficiency. Rather, it should be seen as an effective way to 

plug potential gaps in a firm’s knowledge of its customers’ 

needs and better enable this information to be kept up to 

date.

I believe cross-sector data sharing will improve outcomes 

for consumers in vulnerable circumstances in the future, 

but to do so, it is crucial that firms do what they can to 

build more trust. How firms respond to consumers who are 

experiencing financial difficulties or other vulnerability 

as a result of the pandemic will be an important step in 

achieving this.

“Consumers need to trust 
that when they are asked to 
disclose issues relating to 
vulnerability, doing so will 
result in a positive change 
to the services they receive”
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Joe Duffield is the Head of Vulnerability at the UK 

Regulators Network where he supports collaborative efforts 

between regulators to improve outcomes for consumers in 

vulnerable circumstances. Joe is on secondment from Ofcom, 

where he works as a Competition Policy Manager. Joe joined 

the Ofcom graduate scheme in 2014 after obtaining an 

undergraduate degree in Law and a masters degree in Legal 

& Political Theory.
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A Global Pandemic that would cause national lockdowns 

for entire populations was not listed at the top of 

anyone’s risk register. Nor was it something our disaster 

recovery plans were written to handle. And so, what it 

tested, was not our organisational ability to foresee and 

plan for crises but a whole different set of organisational 

and individual competencies. Our strengths and 

weaknesses in that set of competences is what customers 

are beginning to pass judgment on.

Across all of our clients, the feedback is clear and 

consistent “we uncovered capabilities we didn’t know 

we had but we also encountered challenges we’d never 

imagined”. So, tempting as it is to work towards a goal of 

‘getting back to normal’, the organisational winners here 

will be the ones that emerge from this crisis, very different 

and beautiful; those that emerge as butterflies.

That doesn’t mean continuing into our ‘new normal’ just 

as we are now. There are so many lessons to be learned 

and so many new sources of inspiration in other brands in 

other sectors. It is tempting to jump to creating a vision 

for our new world. Now is the time to take pause and 

clarify exactly what we have learned about ourselves 

and explore the different approaches used successfully 

elsewhere. Only then are you in a position to create a 

powerful vision to move forward with. 

Evaluate ‘As is’ – Explore Options – Create Vision
A customer centred approach to designing the future 

Customer Experience has an additional twist of 

complexity now, because the employee model that 

supports delivery of that Customer Experience is also 

taking a seismic shift. Every organisation will position 

themselves further up the home working curve – that 

might mean occasional, part-time or full-time home 

working. And that model may be dynamic as employees 

choose their own favoured ways of working, that 

Emerge a Butterfly

Expert View
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changes as their families and their preferences change. 

There is little that will stay still or the same and that’s 

uncomfortable for many people.

So, it is likely that the vision of Customer Experience we 

create may have to iterate as the model of employee 

working evolves.

What are customers going to tell us about the experience 

they had with you through this pandemic? We are 

expecting to see larger differences than usual between 

an organisations’ perception of its own performance 

and what customers actually feel. Many organisations 

sent our strong, defensive messages “our staff are going 

through what you are going through and so expect lower 

service levels”. Whilst it is true and that might have 

brought a small amount of temporary tolerance, the way 

most customers’ thought-processes work will mean they 

evaluate the experience and determine whether or not 

they feel they had value for money with little regard for 

your reasons or excuses. 

In doing that they will compare you to other organisations 

who may have given them a better experience and 

question why you couldn’t do the same. It is really 

important that we take this customer feedback on the 

chin and into our assessment of the ‘as is’ situation in an 

objective and dispassionate way, without any excuses. It 

is what it is. We are being judged and it’s the customers’ 

right to do that. 

Before we start, it is crucially important that the team 

are prepared to be able to take that feedback in a non-

personal and non-defensive way so that it can be used to 

constructively shape the vision for the future. That is the 

mindset we need to have to create a powerful vision.

What were our strengths in responding to this pandemic? 

Were we truly agile? Did we pull together as a cohesive 

team? Did we communicate well? Did we try new ways of 

working? Did we test and learn, succeed and implement 

fast, fail and modify fast? Did we seek and listen to 

feedback all the way through? Did we push the traditional 

barriers to one side and make things happen? Did we 

empower more people to do more? Did we use people 

outside of their normal skill and role boundaries? Did we 

anticipate issues before they hit us? Did we get creative? 

Where did we let customers down? What could we have 

done better? What did we learn about ourselves as 

individuals? And ourselves as a Team? What are our gaps?

When we emerge a butterfly, we will value individual and 

organisational characteristics differently. We now know 

that the things that help us thrive in a crisis are not the 

things we traditionally value most highly.

Up the pecking order will come:

•	 Customer attunement

•	 Self-belief

•	 Resolve and determination

•	 Team cohesion and collaborative skills

•	 Communication

•	 Action orientation

•	 Ability to test and learn

•	 Simple solutions

•	 Consistent leadership

•	 Support

•	 Trust, honesty and transparency

•	 Flexibility

Thriving in the future world will require us to focus less 

on predicting and documenting the risks and more on 

developing the mindsets and behaviours of our team 

so they stand ready to respond to any crisis. We need to 

develop our individuals and teams to be:

•	 Super comfortable with change, excited by it

“What were our strengths in 
responding to this pandemic? 
Were we truly agile? Did we pull 
together as a cohesive team? 
Did we communicate well?”

“This crisis has taught us 
more about our people, their 
behaviours, their preferences 
and their motivations”
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•	 Willing to act on their empowerment

•	 Willing to try new approaches

•	 Comfortable to make mistakes and learn

•	 Exceptional, concise communicators

•	 A network of autonomous operators

•	 Tech savvy with contemporary, flexible forms of 

communication

•	 ‘Can do’ thinkers

•	 Strong but simple, problem solvers

•	 Determined believers who trust each other

There is a huge amount of psychology at play in this new 

world – being able to tap into the thought processes of 

customers, being able to sense and respond to changing 

needs, wants and expectations. 

Being able to recognise the challenges faced by 

individuals in our team and have what’s needed to 

support them. For years the concerns with home 

working were based on lack of trust and a sense that 

micromanagement would be necessary. 

This crisis has taught us more about our people, their 

behaviours, their preferences and their motivations – we 

now need to translate all that into a supportive model 

of management – and remote coaching techniques are a 

great place to start.

Equally, there is a huge amount of technology out there 

to be used. There are chat-bots and other forms of AI 

and more self-service to be explored, crowd service 

and community based service, new opportunities to use 

social media and live-chat, new potential for broadcast 

messaging, unique new outsourcing arrangements and 

flexible working models to explore.

It really is the most amazing time to pause, examine the ‘as 

is’, explore options you might never have considered before 

and create a vision that marks an exciting stepped change 

in your organisations’ development.

If you need an objective and some cross sector expertise 

with seriously disruptive organisations, Whisperers can add 

another dimension to your team, simply get in touch for an 

informal chat.

https://www.linkedin.com/in/nicolaeatonsawford/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/nicolaeatonsawford/
http://customerwhisperers.com/
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Below is an excerpt from an expert panel 
discussion which took place on the Collaboration 
Webinar on 13th August 2020, focusing upon 
mental health in the workplace. 

The discussion was chaired by Geoff McDonald, 
(Mental Health Ambassador at the Collaboration 
Network and International Keynote Speaker). He 
was joined on this discussion with Ama Afrifa-Tchie 
(Head of Culture & Wellbeing at Mental Health 
First Aid England), Darren Minshall (Founder of 
GrowthScope) and Anastasia Vinnikova (Wellbeing 
Lead at Bank of England).

Geoff McDonald
Often when I chair panels, I prefer the individuals who 

are going to be on the panel with me to introduce 

themselves. They probably know themselves far better 

than I do. However, before I introduce our panellists, I 

thought I would just share with you a small frustration 

that I have. And the frustration is the following: over 

Covid-19, we have heard on endless occasions about the 

physical effects of Covid-19. We all know that if you lose 

your taste and smell or if you have a dry cough or you 

have a high temperature, you might have the virus. But 

one of the things that we haven’t really spoken about 

during this pandemic are the psychological effects that 

Covid-19, is having on people. 

The physical effects are plastered all over the TV 

wherever we go. But we haven’t really engaged in some of 

the psychological effects of Covid-19. And I truly believe 

that there is a second tsunami and pandemic on its way. 

If you just think about this country alone, here in the 

UK, more than 40,000 families are absolutely bereaved 

through the tragedy that has come with Covid-19 in 

the loss of loved ones. If you think of all the frontline 

workers who have dealt with trauma where people have 

died in front of them, if you think of individuals who 

are considering going back to work but are absolutely 

petrified of the virus, and so therefore feeling very 

anxious. 

If you think of all those people who are worried about 

their finances, their employment, security, whether there’s 

any future in terms of employment, and every day we see 

more job losses. If you think of parents who are hugely 

anxious about their children and whether their children 

are getting the kind of education that they require. 
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And I can go on and on around those factors I think are 

generating and leading towards a significant pandemic 

with respect to mental ill health. 

In some data I’ve pulled from the United States, 39% of US 

workers aged 40 to 59 are having to deal with increased 

stress levels. US workers age 40 to 59 affected with 

anxiety levels have increased by 75%. And the depression 

risk in the US amongs workers aged 40 to 59 has more 

than doubled to 212%. And I can tell you, I don’t think it 

will be any different here in the UK. 

So, to what extent are workplaces prepared for this? To 

what extent are workplaces prepared to support mental ill 

health? How much time and attention have leaders given 

to thinking about the mental health and the mental ill 

health of their people?

To help me answer some of those questions. I’m delighted 

to welcome to the panel today Ama, Darren and Anastasia. 

If I can just start with you, Anastasia, and ask you to briefly 

introduce yourself and tell us why are you so passionate 

about this whole area of mental health? And why have you 

chosen to do a role in the bank which is all around the 

wellbeing of your people?  

Anastasia Vinnikova
Thank you, Geoff. My name’s Anastasia and I am Wellbeing 

Lead at the Bank of England. I also sit on the Commission 

for Equality and Mental Health with the Centre for Mental 

Health and also on the Steering Committee of Thriving 

from the Start, which is the City Mental Health Alliance’s 

Early Careers Mental Health Network. I’m very passionate 

about mental health across the spectrum, but particularly 

in the workplace. Largely, that’s driven by personal 

experience. I have had an anxiety disorder and depression 

for the best part of the last decade. And unfortunately, I 

have had experiences on both sides of the spectrum when 

organisations formal and informal cultures get it right. But 

also, when they get it wrong. 

And so, despite suffering for about ten years, it was only 

really three years ago that I felt empowered and supported 

sufficiently to start being open about what I’d gone 

through and what my mental health conditions were. And 

prior to that point, I didn’t tell my friends. I didn’t tell my 

family. And that pivotal moment where I finally thought 

that it’s okay to talk about these things was actually 

when I joined the bank. And that was because prior to my 

joining, there were some very passionate individuals who 

had done a lot of work to create a culture where people 

could be open and supported and work flexibly and go to 

appointments and not be judged and not feel that their 

career was going to be somehow negatively impacted by 

the fact that they happened to have a condition, when 

we know that mental health is so common. So, there’s 

definitely a very personal angle there for me. 

I think there’s just so much power in getting it right. But 

also, I think that somewhere deep down, it feels like the 

logical thing to do. Particularly when we talk about the 

workplace, we spend so much of our time at work. Now, 

currently, that might not be physically so, but still the 

amount of time and energy that we spend with colleagues, 

interacting with stakeholders, thinking about a workplace, 

thinking about a working environment. I just feel that 

it’s absolutely logical that those spaces should be where 

we can feel safe and able to be open and able to spend 

time coping with the natural ups and downs of life. And 

I think something that’s been really, really helpful in that 

space has been to try and encourage people to think about 

mental health as a spectrum. 

I think you’d have to be very lucky to go through life and 

never have a period of poor mental health. So, when it’s 

something that’s so universal, has such a huge impact on 

individuals and also has such huge impact on the success 

of an organisation, I just think it’s a no-brainer that we 

should be fighting to make sure that there’s support, 

there’s education, there’s openness and that there’s a 

massive decrease in the stigma that currently exists.  

Geoff McDonald
Anastasia, thank you so much for that nice introduction 

and for sharing some of your story. Every story that we 

tell is like sending a lifeboat out into the ocean and 

the millions and millions of people that are suffering in 

silence, they cling on to the lifeboat and they realise two 

things: one, they’re not alone, and secondly, guess what? 

“I think you’d have to be very 
lucky to go through life and 
never have a period of poor 
mental health.”
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They might just be normal. Darren, over to you. Why don’t 

you tell us a little bit about yourself and why you’re so 

passionate about this subject?  

Darren Minshall
I’m Darren Minshall, I’m the Founder of Growth Scope, 

which is a people and HR consultancy. And I’ve been a 

people HR professional for coming up to 25 years. I’ve 

worked for a variety of different businesses globally and a 

number of different sectors. And for the last few years, I’ve 

started a consultancy where I basically go into a variety of 

different roles in different businesses to help companies 

to attract, retain and develop the best talent. I’m currently 

a global Head of People for a visual effects business that 

employs 6,000 people globally. And the challenges that 

we faced over the last few months have been several 

thousand people in the UK, India, Montreal, Vancouver and 

Los Angeles, who have all been taken out of their buildings 

and locations and obviously are working from home.

I think it’s quite interesting when you talk about mental 

health, one of the observations or insights that I’ve had 

over the last few years is it’s become more prevalent in 

terms of moving from what was traditionally viewed as 

being a weakness, to people who now voice their opinion 

around mental health being positioned as a strength. And I 

put that down to a number of different factors.

I think that there is the business that wants to support 

individuals. But I also think that culturally in society now, 

the stigma has moved away slightly. And certainly, from 

a people professional perspective, I think we’ve always 

offered employee assistance programmes. We’ve always 

offered stress counselling and support for individuals. 

But I think vulnerability and resilience and emotional 

intelligence are now, certainly from what I’ve seen over 

the last five to six years, becoming more prevalent within 

the business. And the neurodiversity piece, mental health 

and wellbeing, all of the characteristics that people have 

got within a business, I think are becoming more prevalent, 

particularly around mental health. 

What I’ve noticed around Covid is, as highlighted by Geoff,  

there’s been a lot around the physical attributes that 

people are being affected by and the physical impairments 

people are getting through Covid. But what I’m beginning 

to see from organisations, particularly the ones I’m working 

with at the moment, are that people are working from 

home, and some people like working from home and some 

people don’t like working from home. And what I’m finding 

at the moment is that we’re finding a balance. We’ve also 

got what I believe will potentially be a second wave 

coming. 

It’s all well and good businesses in London opening 

their doors again. But people are sceptical about public 

transport. They’re fearful about contamination and 

interaction with other people. And I don’t think that’s 

going to go away quickly. I think there is going to be cycles 

of change that I believe organisations will need to go 

through, and that could last for years.

Geoff McDonald
Great, thank you, Darren. And Ama, quick introduction and 

why are you so passionate about this?

Ama Afrifa-Tchie
Hi, my name is Ama Afrifa-Tchie. I’m the Head of Culture 

and Wellbeing at Mental Health, First Aid England. We’re 

a social enterprise with a mission to support and improve 

the mental health of the nation by training one in ten 

people around mental health awareness and mental 

health first aid. We have a community of 500,000 people 

that have been trained and we’ve had expert consultation 

and support in over 20,000 workplaces.  

For me, my background specifically has been very much 

around culture, inclusion and wellbeing. And I’m passionate 

about this topic; our mental health and wellbeing. I think 

for me, for a very long time, it has been very secondary 

to physical wellbeing, but also the narratives, and stories 

within that have not been inclusive. So, I’m very passionate 

about bringing out those lived experience and ensuring 

that, when we do talk about mental health and wellbeing, 

we look at it from a workplace perspective. We also look 

at it from a life experience perspective and also that 

“I think the key thing around 
your culture is thinking 
about how open are you to 
having a discussion, even on 
a foundation basis.”
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those perspectives are very different when you look at 

the groups. Similar to Anastasia, it’s very much about a 

spectrum. We talk about mental health, the wellbeing, but 

within that spectrum, all the lived experiences are from 

different perspectives.

So, I think when we look at it from the workplace, 

how do we continue to have that employee or people 

experience at the heart of it? Because we always have 

these organisations that say ‘people are at the heart of 

everything we do’ but there’s a difference when it comes 

to the reality of that. So, what cultures are we building to 

ensure that that is happening? But also, what voices are 

we amplifying and lived experiences of narratives are we 

making sure are included in that?  

Geoff McDonald
Wonderful. Thank you, Ama. Often when we talk about 

diversity and inclusion, I ask how inclusive an organisation 

are you if you cannot talk about your mental health, your 

emotional health, your mental ill health? So how inclusive 

are you really? And I remember we always used to say: 

‘bring your whole self to work’. Well, until you do, and then 

you realise the consequences of bringing your whole self 

to work. 

Ama, how does or will company culture impact the mental 

wellbeing of employees as we continually adapt to the 

‘new normal’ or, to put it a different way, adapt to find a 

way of ‘living with Covid’? 

Ama Afrifa-Tchie
That’s a really interesting question because we have to. 

The key is to be continually adapting to it. I agree with 

Darren. I don’t think we’ve put a set marker on when 

things will get better. But until we experience it, we will 

never know. And I think the key thing around your culture 

is thinking about how open are you to having a discussion 

even on a foundation basis? Can people actually talk 

about mental health and wellbeing in the organisation? 

Are you truly putting your employees’ wellbeing at the 

front and centre of everything that you do? 

I think my question for organisations is, how prepared 

are you to have that honest review and view of the 

state of your mental health? Of your openness in your 

organisation? It’s not just the level of resources, and how 

happy employees are to access them. But more so around 
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the employee lifecycle, how inclusive is that? And the 

journeys that employees go through with that, how are 

they interacting with each other, but also with leadership? 

I think there’s also a conversation around the 

psychological safety, which you mentioned, Geoff. Which 

is, what culture are you creating that enables people to 

have those conversations in safe places, but also in the 

wider spaces that enable people to be empowered to 

think about how they take care of their mental health and 

wellbeing? I think it’s definitely a two-fold street where it’s 

definitely the employer, the leaders, the managers within 

those organisations that have to ultimately lead the 

way and help support those individuals. But actually, as 

individuals, mental health is very much about yourself. So, 

looking at yourself, how can you make sure you are also 

taking care of yourself? And it’s those two journeys coming 

into one. 

And I think organisations have got a great opportunity 

now. Whereas before, we couldn’t work from home. We 

couldn’t do this, we couldn’t do that. Organisations are 

going to have to be a bit more creative, a little bit more 

adaptive, a little bit more agile in their sense of thinking, 

and to lead with empathy and understanding. So, I think 

those are some points I would think about when we 

talk about culture. To really think about living and role-

modelling those examples and behaviour. 

Geoff McDonald
Thank you, Ama. Coming to you, Darren, what would you 

suggest is maybe one or two really simple things that an 

organisation can do to begin to shift their culture? What 

practical, simple things could a leadership team or an 

organisation do to begin to shift that culture and create 

“It’s often viewed that a HR 
team should be the ones 
that takes care of employee 
welfare, when for me it’s 
more of a holistic approach 
you need to take across an 
organisation.”



the sort of thing that Ama spoke about?

Darren Minshall
Yes, I think it’s an interesting concept. A lot of what I’m 

hearing in the language is around emotional intelligence 

and talking about empathy and trust and, again, 

psychological safety. To use a live example from businesses 

I’m working with at the moment in this particular area, one 

of the things that I always make a suggestion on is to give 

people a floor or an opportunity to share, to voice their 

opinions, their concerns, to ask for help and support. They 

shouldn’t be HR driven initiatives. They should be business 

driven initiatives. And I think quite often, from personal 

experience, it’s often viewed that a HR team should be the 

ones that takes care of employee welfare, when for me 

it’s more of a holistic approach you need to take across an 

organisation. 

So, the way that we look to do this is to create advocate 

groups across the business. We find people that are 

passionate, like those engaged with the Collaboration 

Network, in a business that want to champion health and 

wellbeing holistically and to create an opportunity to 

engage a wider group. Because I think if people are going 

to put their hand up and say, you know, at certain points in 

my life I’m going to be struggling or I’ve got problems, and 

a lot of it is exacerbated at the minute because of Covid, 

then it’s relatable. 

And I think if you create advocate groups within your 

business, people gravitate to them a lot more than they 

would do with a HR team, because it’s their peer group. It’s 

people who have got similar experiences. And I think the 

role of the HR team is to enable support, create investment 

and training in those areas to enable and support those 

initiatives to happen. And at the moment, that’s what we’re 

doing in a couple of businesses; creating those advocate 

groups where people can come to other people and have 

that conversation.  

I also think investment needs to be a key area at the 

moment and I think that comes from the top. Any kind of 

initiative like this has to be driven from the top. Otherwise, 

it’s not authentic. I can’t tell you the number of businesses 

where I can see online content and social media where 

they’re unauthentic with their approach. You’ll see a lot of 

LinkedIn posts around mental health awareness weeks and 

a lot of gravity and publicity around all of that. But what 

about the other 51 weeks of the year? And I think, for me, 

it has to be driven and led by the top. You have to have 

management leadership bought into that and you have 

to have a strategy and a plan. It’s not just one initiative. It 

takes a lot of thinking and a lot of planning. It takes a lot 

of investment, and it takes commitment to do all of those 

things collectively, together. 

Geoff McDonald
Thank you, Darren. And to you, Anastasia, to follow on from 

that, have you got any thoughts on how to shift the old-

fashioned mindset of leadership groups to really see the 

health of their people as a key driver of performance? 

Anastasia Vinnikova
Yes absolutely, I have many thoughts on that sentiment. 

I think something that has been incredibly powerful for 

trying to address people who would like to dismiss the 

importance of mental health and wellbeing has been the 

storytelling element. I think particularly at the bank, that 

has been one of the most powerful things that we have. 

It’s very easy to dismiss a statistic if you feel like it doesn’t 

concern humans, it’s just a number. But actually, when you’re 

confronted with colleagues who may be in your team, who 

may provide work for you, who may share an office with 

you, who are happy to open up and say, you know what, I’ve 

had this experience, it was incredibly difficult. This is how it 

affected me. This is how I’ve come out the other side. And 

this is what would be helpful for long term support. 

Actually, you would be surprised how people can react to 

that, because when you add that human element to it, it’s 

harder to dismiss it. When you’ve got somebody who is very 

driven around business performance, we’re so fortunate now 

that there’s a wealth of research, information and data out 

“I think something that has 
been incredibly powerful for 
trying to address people who 
would like to dismiss the 
importance of mental health 
and wellbeing has been the 
storytelling element.”
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there, which actually is telling us that there’s an enormous 

cost to the economy and to organisations, if you’re not 

taking mental health and wellbeing more seriously. 

And so particularly now, we know that the effects of the 

pandemic are that it’s a very difficult environment for the 

economy. And so, you’re going to want to make the most 

of your people. You’re going to want to make sure that 

whatever you’re investing in people, you’re getting the 

returns on it so that your organisation continues to be a 

success. 

So it’s just finding what works, whether it’s humanising 

it through that storytelling piece or also equally really 

being bold about the fact that we know that, when you 

take care of mental health, organisations have better 

output. And that if you don’t get it right, and if you don’t 

spend enough time and attention thinking about people’s 

wellbeing, actually the costs to you are very detrimental. 

And I think that those two things, in balance, depending 

on what works for the organisational culture, can actually 

be really effective in trying to shift some of those 

mindsets. 

Geoff McDonald
Thank you, Anastasia. Darren, what differences are you 

seeing in different parts of the world in terms of mental 

health and Covid? 

Darren Minshall
Well, I wouldn’t say differences. What similarities am 

I seeing right now? Because it is probably a better 

expression. What we’re seeing at the moment with the 

business I’m currently working with is that there are 

challenges coming through with people being contained 

and feeling that they can’t go out, they can’t interact 

with other people. I think that’s put an additional stress 

and pressure on relationships with individuals and their 

families. 

One example was I was talking to somebody last week 

who misses the commute to work. That hour of free 

headspace on a train in the morning to actually travel into 

London. And similarly, people in India at the moment are 

experiencing that, and we’ve got a large employee base in 

India. There’s a significant amount of pressure that they’re 

under from Covid, but they’re also going through their 

rainy season in Mumbai at the moment. And that’s causing 

a significant amount of challenges and pressure. And it’s 

not just related to your role within work, it’s related to 

your personal situation. 

So you’ve got all of that compounded together. Boiling 

up together. And people are used to having outlets. And 

when you’re contained, you’ve not necessarily got those 

outlets. And what we’re trying to do is to provide an outlet 

for people where they can voice any of their concerns and 

speak to people.

Geoff McDonald
From my own experience, and some of the work that I do 

globally around the subject, I’ve often said that Covid-19 

has democratised mental ill health. The big difference 

for me in terms of mental health in different parts of the 

world is just the layers of stigma that exist. So it’s actually 

really difficult to have this conversation in India, for 

example, or in the Middle East. It’s a little bit easier here 

in the UK. So I think the layers of stigma are huge and 

different. But I think that, in many ways, Covid-19 spared 

no one feeling anxious or a little bit desperate at times or 

more stressed.  

I think the other area is the amount of support that is 

available here in the UK. We’ve got organisations that 

have got some very sophisticated support mechanisms 

for people, whereas in other parts of the world, those 

mechanisms for support don’t exist. Take Ghana, Nigeria or 

Pakistan for example. Support is not as forthcoming as it 

might be here.

Ama, during this time you’ve got people working from 

home, remote line managers have got this extra pressure 

and concern about the health and the wellbeing of 

their people. Have you got any tips or thoughts around 

how employers can keep track of their people and know 

“The big difference for me 
in terms of mental health in 
different parts of the world is 
just the layers of stigma that 
exist. ”
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whether they are coping while working in these different 

conditions?

Ama Afrifa-Tchie
I think in terms of line managers, it’s a shift of how 

you connect with your employees now as opposed to 

before. So, whereas before you had the opportunities for 

employees just to come in and just casually check-in to 

say ‘can I have a word?’ or ‘can we speak to each other?’, 

that sort of face to face has been removed. But now a lot 

of things are happening through a virtual context. And 

I think for line managers, this is a really interesting part 

to think about, how you line manage in terms of how 

you coach, how you mentor and how you support your 

teams. But also, I think there’s an extra proactive effort 

that is needed, because if you have just distributed teams, 

for example, working globally or not, teams are working 

remotely, the conversation then becomes how important 

is your one-to-one check-In sessions. What are the types 

of questions that you will asking your individual team 

members to ascertain how they are coping?

So, I think it has to be a two-pronged approach of support. 

If you have veteran managers who have been managing 

for a long time, then I think there’s a lot more onus for 

them to start thinking about their team dynamics. When 

do I check-in and how do I check-in? What avenues and 

points can I offer those individuals to also check-in, so 

that it doesn’t reach a point where they feel that they 

can’t reach out to me as a manager? 

But also, when I’m thinking about one-to-ones, it shouldn’t 

be about just workload. It should be: ‘how are you doing? 

Have you had lunch today?’ For example, if you’ve 

scheduled a 12.30 meeting session. It’s those kinds of 

really informed, emotionally intelligent questions that you 

ask that enable that person to then talk to you and say, 

actually, today I’m really struggling because of X. And if 

that’s the case, this conversation should be about saying 

‘okay, why don’t you either take time off for the rest of the 

day and pick it up tomorrow?’ or ‘how can I redistribute 

the support to help you?’ But then there’s also coming 

together as a collective team. 

I recently introduced team health checks at our 

organisation specifically for that reason, and it was around 

questions to do with not just wellbeing, but also workload. 

If there are pressure points we are struggling with, how 

as a team do we support each other? And actually, how do 

we then navigate? 

If you are a new manager and then you suddenly have 

to then deal with stuff remotely, the question becomes, 

how do you still do all that stuff and still be supported? 

What peer support do you have for managers to enable 

them to support each other but also support their teams? 

So, I would say it is very much about the connectedness. 

It’s very much around empowering people to feel that 

they can still have those conversations or say help, I’m 

struggling today or actually I’ve been struggling for a 

while, I need support. And then being able to figure out 

how to change that, whilst involving the individual and 

also involving the team on a wider perspective.

Geoff McDonald
Thank you, Ama. Anastasia, how far can an employer go 

with such conversations whereby employees are now 

drinking more? For example, without this being parent/

child?  

Anastasia Vinnikova
I think that fundamentally, this comes down to the way 

in which organisations deliver their wellbeing messages 

generally. I think that there are lots of mental health and 

wellbeing related topics, that if you approach it in the 

wrong way, they can seem parent/child. So, I think it’s just 

approaching those conversations with a view of raising 

understanding and awareness around the behaviours that 

we might engage in to deal with stress or anxiety, which 

are actually long term, unhelpful for us.

I think an organisation can never tell their employees how 

“It’s those kinds of really 
informed, emotionally 
intelligent questions that you 
ask that enable that person 
to then talk to you and say, 
actually, today I’m really 
struggling.”

23



to live their lives, but what they can do is equip them with 

the knowledge to understand, okay, actually, maybe this 

behaviour that I default to isn’t that helpful, and offering 

alternatives. 

I think there’s an element of being understandable and 

relatable, just making sure that people understand what 

the long-term health effects are and offering some 

alternatives. The aim of the delivery of this message is not 

to preach to people, but to make sure that you are trying 

to help them and offer them other solutions for how they 

can deal with their stress. 

Geoff McDonald
Thank you, Anastasia. And thank you to Darren and Ama 

too.

Just in summary before we close, I think that we’ve heard 

the power of storytelling and how important storytelling 

is as a way to normalise and to address and to break the 

stigma of mental ill health. For me, I can’t wait for the 

day that we don’t have to teach line managers to spot 

symptoms. Instead, people will just feel that they can go 

to their line manager and have a conversation. Why do I 

have to wait for somebody to spot a symptom? We don’t 

do that when it comes to having cold or flu. 

We’ve heard from Ama about this important point around 

individual and organisational accountability in creating 

mentally healthy workplaces, so individuals have an 

accountability to maintain their health and look after their 

health through the resources the organisation provides. 

But organisations should also provide resources and look 

to the ways of working and things that might help to 

alleviate mental ill health in an organisation. So, it takes 

two to tango. 

We’ve heard from Darren the importance of advocates, 

having advocate groups and agents of change across 

the organisation. We heard from Anastasia that within 

organisations, sometimes you need the business case, 

sometimes you need the data, sometimes you need the 

numbers in order to be able to convince senior people 

that it might just make good business sense rather than 

it’s just the right thing to do.

And I think finally, how do we leverage the humanity that 

has come through some of this remote working? How do 

we use and leverage these ways of working to bring more 

of the personal and the ‘human’ into our conversations? 

So, a very big thank you to Anastasia, to Darren and to Ama 

for helping to explore this.

The Expert Discussion Panelists

Geoff McDonald
Mental Health Ambassador at the Collaboration Network,
Co-Founder of Minds@Work and International Keynote 

Speaker on mental health in the workplace

Ama Afrifa-Tchie
Head of Culture & Wellbeing at 
Mental Health First Aid England

Darren Minshall
Founder of GrowthScope

 Anastasia Vinnikova
 Wellbeing Lead at Bank of England
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“How concerned are you about the mental 
wellbeing of your colleagues/associates 
during this period?”

0%I’m not concerned at all, 
they are absolutely fine

14%

43%

I’m not concerned right now, 
but I’m aware of the potential

Delegate Poll

On our Collaboration Webinar held on 13th August which focused upon mental health in 
the workplace, we asked our delegates, who operate across sectors, to give us their thoughts 
on the mental wellbeing of the people within their organisations. We asked:

Delegate Poll Results

29%

14%
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I’m mildly concerned and we 
are regularly evaluating 

the situation

I’m quite concerned about the 
mental wellbeing of 

my colleagues

 I’m extremely concerned 
about the mental wellbeing of 

my colleagues



Make it Easier to be a Customer:
The Key to Good Customer Experience

Professor Moira Clark
The Henley Centre for Customer Management

Expert View
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The COVID-19 pandemic has changed the world and the 

way we work and shop. There have been dramatic shifts 

in consumer behaviour and many companies are having 

to rethink the way they do business in order to meet the 

evolving landscape of customer experience. 

Gaining and holding onto customers, and increasing the 

lifetime value of customers, needs to be the number one 

priority. It is how companies go about doing that which is 

a key challenge. A good customer experience is essential 

for success but so is making it ‘easy’ to be a customer. 

Too many companies make it difficult for customers. 

There are too many pain points and too much friction. In 

today’s post COVID-19 world of embracing omni-channel 

marketing, digital platforms and agile operating models, 

there has never been a time where ‘ease’ of doing business 

has been more relevant or important. 

Making it easy to be a customer

Most companies are still focusing on “customer 

satisfaction” (CSAT) and “Net Promoter Score” (NPS) scores. 

Whilst these measures do have a place by providing 

firms with a good idea of how they are perceived by their 

customers, they don’t really provide answers as to how 

their offerings are really driving further business. 

One measure which does and which we at the Henley 

Centre for Customer Management have been advocating 

for some time is the “Customer Ease Score” (CES) – 

measuring how easy you are to do business with. 

Measuring the CES could not be simpler. You basically 

ask your customers: “Are we easy to do business with?” 

Is that a “yes” or “no”? If the answer is “no” then you need 

to say, “I’m sorry to hear that,” and follow up with the next 

question: “Would you mind telling us why we are not easy 

to do business with?” This question can be asked at any 

interaction a customer has with your business, whether this 

be through the telephone, online or in person.

Customers always weigh up the perceived costs of 

interacting or transacting with companies – this can be 

conscious or even subconscious They will consider:

•	 How much cognitive energy or mental energy they 

have to put in to do business with you. For example, a 

complicated form; too much choice is offered; pricing is 

overly complicated. 

•	 How much emotional energy they need to invest in 

doing business with you. For example, being kept 

waiting; personal safety and security during these 

COVID times; inability to access the right people and 

processes. 

•	 How much time energy they need to invest? For 

example, time spent queuing in any channel; being 

given the run around. 

•	 How much physical energy they need to invest? 

For example, returning to a branch for a signature; 

collecting parcels. 

In these challenging times these costs can be seen to be 

too expensive for the potential return. Think about how 

many times you see a queue to get into a supermarket 

and think, “I’ll go elsewhere, or I’ll get something from 

the freezer!” Or, “I can’t be bothered to complain because I 

know it will make me more frustrated and I don’t have the 

time”. So, if businesses are to survive and thrive in these 

difficult times, they will need to lower the intangible costs 

of interacting and transacting with customers. 

They need to create ‘easy’ frictionless experiences that are 

so pleasurable customers will want to go back again and 

again. Think how wonderful and easy it is to get your car 

taxed and remember how it used to be! Or think about the 
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“Customers always weigh up the 
perceived costs of interacting or 
transacting with companies 
– this can be conscious or even 
sub-conscious.”



perspective and constantly ask staff “what would the 

customer think?”. You also need to clear any obstacles that 

prevent making it easy. In other words, challenge practices, 

procedures and systems that make it “difficult” to be a 

customer. 

ease of placing an Amazon order. Companies that get this 

right will survive and thrive. 

We know from previous research that CES drives 

advocacy, value for money and loyalty.  BT research shows 

that there is more than 40% difference in customer 

churn between companies that are “easy” to do business 

with and those that are “difficult” to do business with. 

CES gives you high actionable feedback – it tells you 

what drives your customers mad! It is applicable to all 

channels and all businesses and what is even more 

important is that it engages and resonates with staff. 

Staff get it and they understand that if it is easy for the 

customer it is likely to be easy for them too. No one 

wants to work for a company that is difficult to work for! 

In summary, businesses with high CES will be dedicated 

to reducing the mental, emotional, time and physical 

energy costs of interactions, whilst at the same time 

making every point of contact a pleasurable experience. 

They will also deliver on promises made. This will make 

the customer feel valued and strengthen the relationship 

with the customer. Being proactive, joined-up internally 

and open to contact will ensure your customer feels like 

they are in control and provide a solid basis for turning 

them into advocates for the business. 

So, what should companies do now? Well certainly put 

“make it easy to be a customer” on your boardroom 

agenda. You need to galvanise everyone’s thinking around 

“easy”, talk about it, educate staff, make “easy” part of the 

culture. Be customer-centric - think from the consumer’s 
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Moira Clark is a Non-Executive Director at the Collaboration 

Network and is Professor of Strategic Marketing at Henley 

Business School and Director of The Henley Centre for 

Customer Management.

Moira also serves as a consultant to a number of leading UK 
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Professor Moira Clark

“Being proactive, joined-up 
internally and open to contact 
will ensure your customer feels 
like they are in control and 
provide a solid basis for turning 
them into advocates for the 
business.”
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Firms often adopt a steely focus on their regulator’s 

definition of vulnerability.  And asking ‘what is vulnerability?’ 

for the regulator makes sense – alignment is good.

However, while our regulators provide documents, diagrams, 

and sometimes even maps to define ‘what is vulnerability?’, 

one essential question is often left hanging: 

just what are our vulnerable customers actually vulnerable 
to?

Answering this question is critical for three reasons.

1.	 Relevant knowledge = relevant support 
If a firm does not know what harm, detriment or disadvantage 

a customer is vulnerable to, then supporting that customer 

is going to be a lot harder (Figure 1 on page 30).

For customer-facing staff, we therefore need to ensure our 

contact with vulnerable customers works to establish the 

most relevant information to provide help.

This sounds obvious. But like everything that is simple to 

include in a written policy, it can be extremely difficult to 

do in practice, without the right support and training.

Furthermore, if staff cannot ‘home-in’ on ‘what’ a customer 

is vulnerable to, they may not only miss crucial insights 

with which to help the customer. They may also end-up in 

lengthy conversations (when they could be helping others), 

or recording irrelevant information (which is not desirable 

in terms of the GDPR).

Equally, this also applies to non-customer facing staff.   For 

example, if they do not establish – through research or 

‘What is vulnerability?’ is often the first 
question. But ‘vulnerable to what?’ is 

where the real answers may lie
By Chris Fitch, 

Vulnerability Lead, Money Advice Trust 

Guest Column



user involvement – what customers are vulnerable to, they 

may design products these customers cannot access, use, or 

benefit from. 

Similarly, if a firm’s IT team does not consider the ‘to what?’ 

question, then a new database might have multiple ‘account 

flags’ describing the causes of vulnerability.  But, it may 

have none indicating a customer’s practical difficulties or 

support needs.

And this is the first reason why ‘what’ matters.

2.	 Cause is not the same as effect

Our second reason is that we’re only human.   

We sometimes can’t help but put people in groups or boxes.   

And we often then go on to assume that those in the same 

boxes, will have the same needs for support.

But this is a mistake as:

what makes a customer vulnerable is not 
the same as what they are vulnerable to.

Firms need to grasp this.   Knowing what caused a customer’s 

vulnerability is helpful.   However, just because two (or two 
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Figure 1

Causes of 
Vulnerability

Which can 
make Consumers 
Vulnerable to...



Chris Fitch leads the Money Advice Trust’s vulnerability 

programme. He is also a Research Fellow at the Personal 

Finance Research Centre, University of Bristol

Chris Fitch
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hundred) customers have the same underlying cause to 

their situation, it does not mean they will have the same 

difficulties.

And this is why knowing what harm a customer is vulnerable 

to, is absolutely key. 

3.	 ‘Common harms’ 
The third reason why ‘what’ matters, focuses on the 

importance of ‘common harms’. In contrast to our second 

point above, we know that:

different causes of vulnerability can have the same effects.

Critically, firms can use this to their advantage.

We know, for example, that customer decision-making 

can be impaired by dementia. And this can raise serious 

challenges for a firm working to help these customers.

However, we also know that decision-making difficulties 

can be caused by English language problems. Or because 

of the side-effects of treatment or medication. Or due to 

a urinary-tract infection leading to delirium. Or due to a 

learning disability.

Consequently, a firm can make a choice. It can focus its 

efforts on a single cause of vulnerability (like a particular 

health condition).  Or it can choose to think about tackling 

a ‘common harm’ instead. If it chooses the latter, firms can 

use this common harm like a ‘lens’.  

They can run the lens over their journeys, products, services 

and policies. They can see where their systems need to take 

“The next time a work 
discussion features 
‘vulnerable customers’, 
perhaps pause, and 
ask one another ‘just 
what are our customers 
actually vulnerable to?”

greater account of decision-making difficulties. And they 

can make changes that help multiple customer groups, 

rather than one.

Real answers for the real-world
We live in a busy world.  And one where ‘short-hand’ often 

predominates.

Therefore the next time a work discussion features 

‘vulnerable customers’, perhaps pause, and ask one another 

‘just what are our customers actually vulnerable to?’.

Asking this can help us evaluate the support we give 

customers. It reminds us that what makes someone 

vulnerable, is not the same as what they are vulnerable to.   

Plus it helps us to think about common harms, rather than 

individual risk groups.

And that is why ‘what’ matters.

Find out more about the training, consultancy, research, and 

change we’ve brought about with more than 280 firms and 

30,000 staff across all essential services.

www.moneyadvicetrust.org/vulnerability

https://www.linkedin.com/in/chris-fitch-62791b58/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/chris-fitch-62791b58/
http://www.moneyadvicetrust.org/vulnerability


post Covid-19. In actual fact I don’t feel there will be one 

‘new norm’. I see a future of constant cycles of change, 

adapting to the world around us. People / HR professionals 

will be providing advice, support and solutions to ensure 

businesses attract, retain and develop the best people.

The Flexible Organisation 
Over the last serval months, the agenda for flexible 

working has advanced around 5 years in my view. 

Employees have been working from home as a necessity 

and not as a perk, benefit or support for their personal 

Not to get too deep right off the bat, but a Greek 

philosopher called Heraclitus once said “the only constant 

in life is change”. It’s a philosophy I have always embraced 

as a People / HR professional. 

Having led people teams over the last two decades 

within a variety of businesses (from start-ups to global 

organisations), People / HR  teams are always in a 

constant state of BETA.  Supporting organisations as they 

transform and grow. Change is a normal part of life and 

we all have to adapt to this, though it’s safe to say that the 

pace of change over the last few months with the impact 

of Covid-19 (both personally and professionally) has been 

significant for most of us.

The New Norm
A lot of people are currently talking about a new norm 

Guest Column

The ‘People Agenda’ for 
Change

By Darren Minshall
Founder of People Consultancy GrowthScope 

and ‘People Agenda’ Board Adviser.
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situations.  People / HR teams have had to adapt the 

practices of their businesses and this will be here to stay. 

Yes, of course I see a future where will go back to offices, 

as the necessity to interact with others is still a primary 

need. 

However, now we have had a taste of this flexible working 

approach, do we really need to have a large commute 

tagged onto the start and the end of our day? Can we 

operate our businesses just as effectively remotely? I 

think the answer to this is becoming clearer by the day.

Technology as a Driver for Change
My favourite saying over the last few months is “You are 

still on mute!”.

The advancement of digital / virtual platforms for work 

has grown massively. The way in which we engage with 

each other and operate our businesses has shifted. With 

the push on working from home, the virtual platforms 

people use to operate their businesses, engage with and 

develop their people are here to stay. Whilst it shouldn’t 

be the only solution, we should adapt and use them more 

effectively and supportively. This will be a key to how a 

culture develops.

Keeping your People Enagaged and Motivated
Health and wellbeing has been on most People Agendas 

for some time, though the focus on this is at its most 

critical right now. 

The impact of Covid-19 on our lives has been significant.  

The ‘good’ employers out there have invested in initiatives 

to focus on supporting the morale, engagement and 

wellbeing of their people. The focus is also not just on 

how we support people now, but also in the future as we 

continually adapt and change. The lines between work 

and home life could become even more blurred.

So, whilst the future has challenges and opportunities for 

us all, the focus on the ‘People Agenda’ needs to sit at the 

forefront of any business. It’s ever changing and needs to 

be adaptable and supportive. 

I believe there will be one constant in all of this…..

CHANGE.

Darren Minshall
Founder of GrowthScope Growth-
Scope and ‘People Agenda’ Board 

Adviser

Darren Minshall is the Founder of People/HR 

Consultancy GrowthScope, Over the last two decades 

he has designed and implemented the People Agenda 

for a wide range of international businesses. As 

a qualified Executive Coach and Start-Up / Board 

Adviser, he also supports personal and leadership 

development for high growth businesses.
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I find this interesting, and I’d like to think the answer is a 

resounding and heartfelt no. In which case I could quite 

possibly make this the shortest article every written. 

Oh, hang on…

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 – trips 

off the tongue with relative ease in almost every 

conversation about customers these days. 

It isn’t just reserved for the likes of financial services 

though, other regulators in other sectors increasingly have 

something along the same lines. You’ll know what they 

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 it is so part and parcel of our everyday conversations 

about how we go about things, why, oh why are we 

still being told to do it? Isn’t it a bit old hat now? A bit 

noughties? Isn’t it 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. 

Do we Really Still Need to 
be Told by Regulators to 

Treat our Customers Well?
Caroline Wells

Regulated Markets 
Customer Service Specialist

Expert View
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If I’m honest, I think TCF and variations of it of it are 

tripping off our tongues a little too easily these days. It 

can all sound a little W1A, 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.”

I am being a bit harsh. But I’ve heard these words said 

so many times without any substance behind them or 

an understanding of what they mean. I am beginning to 

wonder if we are all in danger of falling foul of something 

known as the complacency curve. Have you heard of it? 

No, it’s not when (ahem) you’ve eaten too many Cadbury’s 

Chocolate Fingers and gained a few lockdown pounds.  

It can happen to any of us at any time. It’s when we’ve got 

so familiar with something that we think we’ve cracked 

it. We start to stop seeing things for what they really are 

because we are so used to what our normal is, that we 

forget to really challenge ourselves about it. 

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

creating policies and processes that have a direct or 

indirect impact on our customers, that’s where it can strike 

and do its damage. 

I’ve focused a lot on words in this article. But being 

good, nice and playing fair isn’t about words. It’s all 

about the culture of an organisation and having a deep 

understanding of what treating customers well, looks and 

feels like. 

The complacency curve doesn’t discriminate and the best 

of us can get caught out by it. It’s sneaky like that. 

Until we can outrun it, outwit it and basically beat it at its 

own game, regulators will still have to remind us be good, 

be nice and play fair.   

“It can happen to any of 
us at any time. It’s when 
we’ve got so familiar with 
something that we think 
we’ve cracked it. We start 
to stop seeing things for 
what they really are”

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.

As a consultant, Caroline holds a number of appointed 

roles, including: Commissioner to Energy UK’s Customers 

in Vulnerable Circumstances Commission, an Advisory 

Board Member to the Money and Mental Health Policy 

Institute, Independent Advisor to the Kent Police and 

Crime Commissioner, Consumer Vulnerability Expert at 

the Money Advice Trust, and Member of CIVEA’s (The Civil 

Enforcement Association) Compliance, Adjudication and 

Review of Enforcement (CARE) Panel.

And having previously held a senior position at the 

Ombudsman Service, in 2018, Caroline joined forces with 

ex-Financial Ombudsman Service colleague (and fellow 

customer service obsessive) Sarah Lawrence, to set up 

CWSL Training and work with businesses to improve the 

handling of customer complaints.  

Caroline Wells
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There’s no doubt about it, 2020 has been a strap-yourself-

in type of year, especially for those of us that work in 

financial services and complaints. Not content with storms 

and Brexit, we’ve also had COVID to add to the mix. And 

as many of us already know, when things are going pear-

shaped on a wider scale, complaints increase.  

And so, it was interesting to see a viewpoint from another 

part of the complaints industry when Matt Vickers, CEO 

at Ombudsman Services, joined us to talk about what 

they’re seeing at the moment. Unsurprisingly, his talk on 

the Collaboration Webinar covered many of the things 

we’re seeing in Financial Service complaints. But it also 

demonstrated why many of us are looking at the horizon a 

little nervously.

What’s coming our way?
I’ve been thinking about what the landscape of 

complaints looks like as we move into something of, 

dare I say it ‘a new normal’ (I know, I apologise. I winced 

when I wrote it…). But rather than rely on a crystal ball, 

I’ve been having a look at the latest quarterly Financial 

Ombudsman Service data*, (covering 1 April to 30 June 

2020) which was released at the end of August. 

Now, it’s worth bearing in mind that the Financial 

Ombudsman Service has said that complaint numbers 

are down, but this ties in with the overall theme where 

customers were fairly patient with businesses and their 

processes. 

But things are changing, particularly with customer 

behaviour, because people are now starting to see the 

impact on them individually and a ‘new vulnerability’ has 

started to come about. That’s to say, people who have 

never been vulnerable before are now coming to terms 

with the fact they could be financially vulnerable or even 

experience health problems, particularly mental health. 

And so, overlaying all these different factors, there are 

still some worries for me in this data, even putting to one 

side, the increase in complaint numbers that we’re bracing 

ourselves for. So, let’s take some key themes from it. 

Uphold rates are up
Yes, it’s only one percentage point on the previous quarter, 

but Q.4 for 2019/20 was up two percentage points. This 

sounds like small fry, but let’s not forget that against 

the backdrop of increasing complaints coming our way, 

it doesn’t bode well, because it’s going up even without 

COVID. 

If you’re working in consumer credit, there are some 
horrible uphold rates
I’m not going to sugar coat this because businesses in the 

lending market have a problem. Not just a little problem. 

There are increasing complaint numbers, when looking 

at the latest annual complaints data**, and the uphold 

rates are consistently above 50%, which tells us the 

Ombudsman isn’t happy with what it’s seeing. 

And, to those of you in home credit, guarantor loans and 

catalogue shopping, the uphold rates are eye-watering - 

86%, 85% and 81% respectively. I already know that there 

COVID-19, a Crystal Ball and the 
Future of Complaints 

Sarah Lawrence
Financial Services Complaints Expert

Expert View
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has been a move by the ombudsman to look at lending 

policies and so this part of the industry needs to start 

reviewing its processes now.  

Insurance and SIPPs are also an issue
That’s not to say that only one sector of the industry 

should be worried, both SIPPs and gadget insurance 

uphold rates are 54%, which also shows there is some 

work that needs to be done in this sector. That’s before 

we start to see complaints about insurance claims and 

investments ramping up post-COVID.  

The bigger picture warnings are all there too
While the complaint numbers for DB transfers aren’t 

really reflected in the Ombudsman’s annual data…yet, 

the fact that the FCA has been undertaking reviews of 

this area tells you all you need to know in terms of the 

likelihood of complaints coming this way. Add to this the 

regulator’s latest update (5 June 2020) and we have some 

stark warnings about failures to properly assess suitability, 

leading to complaints***. 

And then, finally, we have the latest warning from Lewis 

Shand-Smith of the Business Banking Resolution Service. 

(BBRS) for the banking industry over the lending that has 

been provided to businesses during the pandemic****. This 

isn’t to comment on what has happened, but affordability 

issues are going to rear their heads months, perhaps years 

down the track.  

But, this is an opportunity
So, going back to my initial point, if you take the current 

picture for some areas of the industry with high uphold 

rates, overlay an increase in complaints numbers due 

to increasing vulnerability from sections of society that 

aren’t used to it, you can understand why I’m nervously 

eyeing the horizon and the perfect storm that’s brewing 

up.   

“Yes, we’re going to be facing 
a lot more complaints in the 
months, possibly years, ahead, 
but knowledge is power”

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

But before you throw your hands up in despair and tell me 

to lighten up, or words to that effect, I do think this offers 

us all a unique opportunity to reflect on things. Yes, we’re 

going to be facing a lot more complaints in the months, 

possibly years, ahead, but knowledge is power and if we’re 

alive to the fact that this is coming, we can prepare for 

what we’ll be seeing. 

We can prepare staff, ensuring they are trained to handle 

these types of complaints and the increased numbers, 

giving them the skills they need to maintain their resilience, 

which is key to ensuring complaints about customer service 

don’t add to your workload.  

*source 

**source 

***source 

****source 
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A few years ago, the financial services regulator started 

forcing insurers to put last year’s premium on the letters 

that they sent to customers when they were asking them 

to renew.

Of course, in an ideal world insurers would have done 

this without being forced to. After all, how can a customer 

make an informed decision about whether this year’s 

quote is a good one, if they’ve got no context to place it 

in?

While consumers may carry around the price of a loaf of 

bread or a pint of milk in their head, most of us will not be 

able to instantly recall what we paid for our car or home 

insurance last year.

Many insurers were vehemently opposed to this move – 

petrified that once the scale of their price hikes was laid 

bare, it would spark an increase in switching. As a rule, car 

and home insurers lose money on customers in year one, 

break even in year two, and only start to make any profit if 

they stay with them for a third year – so you can see why 

they’d want them to hang around.

Some insurers were so sure that this new transparency 

would be bad for business that they tried to bend the 

rules, and bury last year’s premium in small print, or on 

page 2 of the letter – to maximise the chances of it being 

missed altogether.

But last year, the FCA decided to do a review of the impact 

How to put up your prices and 
make your customers happier 

James Daley
Financial Ethics Champion

Expert View
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of its new rules. And the results were surprising.

While greater transparency seems to have stimulated a 

slight increase in switching in the car and pet insurance 

markets, the opposite happened in the home insurance 

market. 

Across the home insurance market as a whole, the average 

increase in premium was £16. And while this represents 

an above inflation increase for most people, it’s clear that 

a lot of people decided that shopping around to save an 

extra £16 wasn’t worth the effort.

In previous years, where home insurers had not reminded 

people what they were paying last year, the impulse 

among more consumers was to shop around – as they 

assumed they were probably getting charged a lot more 

than last year.

Although the FCA’s aims were to encourage switching 

– I don’t think that these results indicate a failure of 

the policy. What they show is that everyone has a price 

for their time. And as long as you’re not trying to push 

through massive price increases, consumers will often 

allow you to put up prices if the sums at stake are not 

great enough to be worth the effort of doing a market 

search for an alternative.

In our engagement with insurers, we regularly remind 

them that we believe their responsibility is to do 

everything they can to help their customers make the best 

decision.

That has to include telling them what last year’s premium 

was, and how much it has increased by this year. But as 

long as they’ve been open and upfront about that, they 

may be pleasantly surprised at the number of customers 

who still won’t switch. Indeed, in some markets it may 

James Daley is Financial Ethics Champion at the 

Collaboration Network and Managing Director of 

Fairer Finance. He has been a consumer campaigner 

and financial journalist for 20 years. Before launching 

Fairer Finance in 2014, he worked for the consumer 

group, Which? where he campaigned for a better deal 

for customers of banks and insurers in the wake of the 

financial crisis.

James is frequently interviewed on national television 

and radio, and has regularly appeared on shows such as 

Watchdog, Rip-off Britain, Dispatches and Moneybox.

Before working at Which?, James spent 10 years as a 

business and finance newspaper journalist, latterly as The 

Independent’s personal finance editor and cycling 

columnist.

James Daley

have the counter-intuitive effect of reducing switching.

In the savings market, Coventry Building Society made 

waves by publishing its competitors’ interest rates 

alongside their own – even when their competitors were 

better. Customers liked the honesty and transparency. 

In short, transparency is nothing to be afraid of – 

something that I’m sure proves true in industries beyond 

financial services. It builds trust and loyalty – and often 

leaves consumers knowingly making economically 

irrational decisions in favour of the companies they do 

business with.
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The past six months has seen some seismic changes in 

the way we have had to engage to buy goods and use our 

services. The speed at which elements of customer service 

has evolved has seen 10 years of natural change delivered 

in weeks. I now have to pre-book a restaurant, a haircut, a 

visit to the recycling centre online and order a drink to a 

table in a pub. The speed of change for buying has been 

astounding. 

In comparison the speed of change for customer service 

has been both fast and slow. We have seen the providers 

of customer service having to radically change their 

operational model, but fundamentally to deliver the same 

service as before. The same approach to customer services 

still prevails or for the moment at least.

Having seen a near halving of cases 

escalated to them in March and April, 

Ombudsman Services has now seen a 

20% rise in cases compared with last 

year with an expectation that this will 

increase further. These trends have been 

echoed by businesses in different sectors.

With the inevitable rise in unemployment 

as furlough ends and the reduced patience 

of customers  there will be increased 

pressure on customer support. As 

customers, we have largely appreciated 

the pressure businesses have been 

under and have become more used to engaging with 

automated and self-service than before COVID-19. 

Whether we be willing to continue to do so remains to 

be seen. However, customers will not continue to accept 

the increased waiting times experienced during lockdown 

when they try to contact you. They expect businesses to 

have adapted to the changed environment. 

Now that a new normality is returning, businesses are 

starting to consider what is next for customer service 

and consumers want their expectations in terms of time 

quality and experience to be met.

So what is next?

Evolution of the FAQ
AI and more specifically chat bots have been increasingly 

used to help drive self-service. Consumers have not 

taken to them easily because of the standard and 

quite inflexible responses, but it has been shown 

to help with less complex issues. These will 

help support consumers with simple and 

less complex issues and I expect the growth 

of these systems to increase briefly before 

slowing back down.  

Video or face to face
There has been a significant shift away in 

the number of face to face interactions. 

These have great value especially for 

The Resolution Revolution
By James Walker

Founder of Resolver & Non-Executive Director at the Collaboration Network

Expert View
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handling medium complexity issues. The NHS has 

shifted from most face to face consultations to video 

to maintain social distancing – delivering in 5 months 

what telemedicine has been promising for 20 years. The 

success of this will provide an opportunity for businesses 

to learn how consumers feel about long distance face to 

face engagement. For customer services this offers an 

opportunity to build more personal relationships with 

customers who are now more ready to accept a video call 

as normal interaction.

Power of the crowd
The mobile operator Giff Gaff offers an example of how 

to handle customer service by harnessing the experiences 

and knowledge of its customers to resolve issues. There 

are limitations of the service such as being able to discuss 

customer personal data but this can handle general 

enquiries and issues to reduce the burden on customer 

services. The model has a reward structure for contributors 

and has shown to increase loyalty. There will be 

advantages to businesses who can exploit this approach.

The Ombudsman – Penalty or Loyalty 
The role of the Ombudsman has been to help resolve 

escalated customer issues as an alternative to the courts. 

The service is designed to give the consumer and the 

business time to resolve the issue and then to be there 

as an independent arbitration. Depending on the issue 

type typically 8 weeks has been the time limit, set in a pre 

internet age. There is a movement towards reducing this 

timescale to 4 weeks in recognition of the communication 

efficiencies resulting from technology improvements. 

I believe this is the time for this to go further, changing 

the Ombudsman role to focus on helping businesses to 

retain consumers rather than to referee the parties to a 

final outcome in a dispute. Integrating the continuingly 

independent role of the Ombudsman earlier into the 

James is Non-Executive Director of the Collaboration 

Network. Over the past decade James has helped 

transform the consumer engagement landscape through 

founding Resolver, the largest independent customer 

service platform in the UK. 

He is also an advisor to HM and the Scottish Government, 

as well as a number of consumer protection bodies. James 

has extensive experience of the telecoms, software, digital 

and retail markets, having ran innovation for the likes of 

Kingfisher Plc, Belgacom in the UK and CACI.

James Walker
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resolution process could provide the ability to help 

consumers to understand if the business position is 

reasonable, removing a significant proportion of escalated 

issues. 

The future of customer service 
Never before in all of human history has the entire globe 

seen a more significant business operational shift in such 

a short period of time. Businesses have had to adopt 

new business practices while more consumers than ever 

are experiencing financial hardship. This will leave both 

consumers and businesses under financial pressure. 

Businesses have an obligation to help consumers in 

hardship which will place more pressure on them to do 

more with less. This in turn will require businesses to 

radically change what is meant and delivered by customer 

services. 

Now is the time for innovation to support the new normal 

and further new normals that have yet to arrive. 

“Never before in all of human 
history has the entire globe 
seen a more significant 
business operational shift in 
such a short period of time.”
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Ombudsman Services
Guest Speaker:
Matt Vickers
CEO & Chief Ombudsman

Assessing the Landscape 
of Complaints

A lot has changed over the past four to six months, and 

it’s fair to say, this year hasn’t quite panned out the way 

any of us were expecting. 

By way of introduction, Ombudsman Services effectively 

work in three main markets. We work in energy, telecoms 

and private parking. Though I am going to focus mostly 

on energy and telecoms. Within energy and telecoms; to 

give you an idea, we usually get about 80,000 escalated 

complaint cases a year that we deal with, which we then 

make legally binding decisions for these cases. 

We look at the trends and we then work with the 

regulators to see if there’s anything in there that requires 

further action. Either we’ll work with a company to try 

and help them to improve, or if it’s something where we 

can see there’s a pattern and the company isn’t improving, 

then sometimes that will involve enforcement action. 

So, with that in mind, the main comments I’ll provide are 

about energy and telco. 

What we saw during lockdown

The biggest thing was the sheer amount of pressure 

that was hitting the front-end, first tier of complaint 

handling. And I think we saw very different responses 

from different sizes and shapes of companies and from 

the different parts of the market. 

First of all, most business continuity plans are built to 

establish security, such as having multiple sites across 

the world. Because when we all plan for continuity, we 

imagine we’ll have fail safes in place. And of course, the 

nature of the pandemic has been that all conventional 

wisdom about business continuity planning, and how you 

might plan for your own capacity through all this, has 

really been turned on its head. 

In general, we saw a more robust response from small 

companies to begin with. Partly because of the agile 

nature of their operation, where an individual might be 

kitted out with their own laptops or soft phones in a 

way that mass contact centres were not. So, there were 

some benefits early on that you might not have expected; 

seeing some of these small or medium sized companies 

being more agile in responding.

The other challenge we became aware of was offshore 

services, as gradually places such as South Africa, India, 
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immediate challenges about financial vulnerability. 

We provided flexibility and extended some of the timelines 

for a response to the ombudsman, and we enabled a 

slower processing period. 

Some companies have been building up backlogs of cases 

right the way through the 8 to 10 weeks period of tight 

lockdown, and that’s going to present them with some 

operational challenges. Because the regulators have been 

clear that they expect things to come back to normal, and 

things that were put in place are now unwound. 

And the regulators do expect both our suppliers and 

ourselves to start the process of returning to normal. It’s 

certainly raised questions about what this might mean 

longer term for outsourcing and offshoring, and about how 

firms consider future-proof their planning.  

What did we see in complaint trends? 

This will split between what was going on during the first 

8 to 10 weeks of lockdown and what’s happened since, as 

gradually, things have eased off. There’s quite a different 

picture between the two sectors. In energy, as we went 

into lockdown, we saw the volume of complaints fall by 

about 30% and stayed down at that level for around 8 to 

10 weeks.  

In part, this could be because people had a lot of other 

things on their mind at that stage rather than complaining. 

So as long as you didn’t have issues with supply or 

immediate financial pressure, perhaps the need to 

complain wasn’t as pressing as it could have been. 

In telco, we saw a decline, but it was not as sharp, 

being about 15 or 20 percent down. With many cases 

to do with broadband connectivity because with 

everyone’s dependent upon it. This brought the quality 

of infrastructure to the fore. And when we consider ‘build 

back better’ it does raise some questions about quality of 

infrastructure. 

As we go beyond 8 to 10 weeks, we were still receiving 

the Philippines, etc. closed down one after the other, 

placing severe pressure on front lines.  

So, as the ombudsman, how did we approach this with the 

regulator? We started to see a very different shape coming 

into us. And we saw very early on that for some firms, their 

whole first tier complaint handling and contact had fallen 

over. Usually, the share of non-complaint contact that we’d 

get as an ombudsman, might be somewhere around 10 or 

20 percent. In the early weeks, for some firms, it was more 

like 50 or 60 percent, because us as customers couldn’t get 

through, they would turn to us. This was happening very 

early on. 

So while we ourselves were able to operate pretty well 

(having successfully moved into lockdown ahead of the 

official government move), it became pretty clear that 

not everyone could. There was a significant number of 

companies who were struggling, who might normally be 

able to call upon up to 700 full time employees, to all of a 

sudden having literally a dozen. 

We agreed with the regulator to apply an ‘all-hands-on-

deck’ approach and went to a differential way of working 

and allowed companies to focus and prioritise on cases 

according to the vulnerability risk. So, we moved to a 

differential way of working with both Ofcom and Ofgem, 

and we agreed that certain cases would be classed as 

more vulnerable. Ofgem in particular was worried about 

anything to do with loss of supply of energy. Challenges 

that came with pre-payment metres was another. Ofcom 

was similar, with a focus upon keeping the infrastructure 

working, such as broadband. The main focus was any 
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contacts that weren’t to deal with complaints or fraud. But 

we did get a quite a different picture on the business side 

of what we do in the first four weeks in both sectors. 

We cover micro businesses as well as domestic consumers, 

and we’ve been applying language processing around 

keywords. We started using it to identify the propensity 

of vulnerable circumstances within vulnerability of 

people coming to the ombudsman in the domestic space. 

Typically, about one in five would be exhibiting some sort 

of behaviour to identify them as vulnerable. 

Businesses would normally be a lot lower than that; 

something like about five to seven percent. But during the 

first four weeks of lockdown, 

we saw something new, 

which was micro businesses 

presented to us in a way 

that is normally associated 

with domestic vulnerability. 

And that’s something that 

we hadn’t seen before. And I 

think it’s something that the 

regulator is quite interested 

in as well, because while everyone’s done a lot of work 

over the last few years thinking about what do vulnerable 

circumstances mean and how might that look different in 

the residential or domestic consumer space, I think it has 

started to prompt the question about micro businesses? 

This new way of looking at vulnerability was a new 

theme developing. And how we support SMEs in the 

coming 12 months could be a real issue that needs wider 

consideration. Because small businesses are going to be a 

huge part of the UK economy recovery.

So, what’s the picture like now? We did expect that 

once we got to about 8 - 10 weeks into lockdown to see 

indications that people who were contacting us direct 

at a point where first tier complaint handling couldn’t 

cope. We expected to see that coming back, and it did 

from about mid to late May. And it is increasing again 

now at around 15 - 20 percent up on last year, which is a 

combination of a few things, such as the backlog of cases 
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and a shift in demand from that period. 

Consumer Behaviour

This is perhaps more anecdotal or a ‘feel for what 

we’ve got at the moment’ rather than pure science, but 

we are picking up some quite interesting differences 

between the two sectors that we’re in. Speaking to 

communication providers, one of the things that we are 

keen to understand is, are we likely to end up with a big 

spike in complaints coming at us? Because naturally, from 

an operational level, we ourselves have KPIs and the 

regulators are keen that we’re able to cope with demand. 

The picture that we have at the moment, if you take the 

issue of debt, is most of the 

complaints that we get in both 

sectors, unsurprisingly, is about 

billing. And underneath that 

billing complaint, in reality, 

what frequently sits behind it, 

is an issue around affordability. 

But that’s the early signs 

that we can see from the 

coms sector. The providers 

we’ve spoken to aren’t seeing a big spike yet in terms 

of cancelling direct debits or affordability problems just 

now. 

Have people kept up some of those payments because 

it didn’t really make a huge difference cancelling it? 

Possibly. There’s also been a higher level of reliance on 

broadband, mobile and pay TV, so it’s not a great time to 

cancel. So, again, we know we’re not necessarily seeing 

that risk at the moment. But that’s opening up, and the 

heavy reliance now means any issues will have complaint 

triggers. I think expectations may have gone up, not 

down during lockdown because of the emphasis upon its 

essential services status. 

Within energy, I think the picture that we’re all seeing 

is that people have used the opportunities available to 

them, such as the mortgage holiday, but not necessarily 

been saving money aside for post-furlough or forward-

“There’s a new wave of 
financially vulnerable people 

who’ve never been in this 
situation before, which 

presents new challenges to 
service providers.”



thinking security measures should the worst happen, with 

all the problems essentially being stored up. There’s a new 

wave of financially vulnerable people who’ve never been 

in this situation before, which presents new challenges to 

service providers.

So what’s coming out of this? 

First of all, there’s one immediate challenge that many 

will be facing across organisations. Typically, recovering 

margin and recovering commercially from this, you would 

do it by trying to look at different ways to return cash 

and improve margin. And one of the quick ways some 

could be to look at customer service. I think there’ll 

be the challenge of companies with the temptation to 

recover debts. And recovering that debt will increase risk 

if it’s done poorly, of actually increasing costs further; 

additional contacts, additional churn, additional regulatory 

risk if it’s badly handled. And there’s the ombudsman too. 

So, there is going to be a real balancing act to be done 

here around recognising that push to recover debt, but at 

the same time, thinking about the risks and the costs of 

doing that. It could end up costing more than recovering.  

And that leads to my second point, which is I think it 

needs to be recognised that many of these challenges 

about billing and affordability, and wider social questions, 

now need to go beyond industries. Regulators expect 

companies to do the right thing as far as they can.  

The future is going to involve a lot more collaboration, 

which is what the Collaboration Network is driving. 

It’s going to involve being able to look across different 

Matt Vickers is the CEO and Chief Ombudsman at 

Ombudsman Services. Matt is a former Foreign Office 

diplomat and retail industry executive.

Matt Vickers

“The future is going 
to involve a lot more 
collaboration, which is 
what the Collaboration 
Network is driving.”

sectors and understand that many of these challenges and 

regulatory risk, don’t sit neatly in any one sector anymore. 

The consumers will be affected regardless of which sector 

they’re in. 

All of us – firms, regulators, ombudsman, the Government, 

need to recognise, that in the future, there will have to be 

more cross-sector collaboration. It will need to put the 

consumer truly at the centre.  
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Collaboration Conference
18th March 2021

London
Confirmed Speakers:

Sarah McKenzie  
The Financial Conduct Authority

Geoff McDonald
International Keynote Speaker on Mental Health

Natalie Hill
Radian Group

Plus More

The first Collaboration Conference will be taking place in London on 18th 
March 2021 at the prestigious Glazier’s Hall, London Bridge, with stunning 
views of the Thames. Our first speakers are already confirmed with a full 

agenda to be published in the autumn. Be sure to save the date.

www.collaborationnetwork.co.uk

SAVE 
THE DATE
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Collaboration Training

Vulnerability
14th September

Helen Pettifer Training

Customer Experience
22nd September

Customer Whisperers

Complaints Handling
7th October

CWSL Training

Register online here
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