Collaboration Journal

Supporting Cross-Sector Collaboration

www.collaborationnetwork.co.uk




Collaboration Journal

Issue 3

October 2020

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

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

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

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

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




3( Collaboration Journal

Welcome

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 requlation 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 | 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

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
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StepChange Debt Charity

Guest Speaker:
Vanessa Northam,
Head of Strategic Relationships

The Changing Face of Debt:

An insight into the changes seen
by the Debt Charity, StepChange,
following the impact of Covid-19.

| joined StepChange six weeks before the pandemic
started,and my role at StepChange is Head of Strategic
Relationships which involves leading the team who work

closely with all the referring creditors.

| think it’s safe to say that what's happened over the
last six months has been completely unexpected and

something no one at StepChange could have predicted.

At the peak of the of the lockdown, like most
organisations, we very quickly got all of our teams’ set-
up to work from home. And we were working flat out to
help, predominantly, existing clients from a telephony
perspective,and really ensuring that our website was up
to date as much as possible, creating brand new pages
overnight, everything from information on furloughing to
emergency funding and so on. And the vast majority of

our team continues to work from home.

But after that initial uplift, what we’ve seen has been
something that’s quite different, and this includes what

we have seen on our website.

Website Traffic
Our website is a source of huge amounts of information
to those who are struggling. And we saw a huge peak

in March. People were coming to us to look for all sorts

Industry Case Study:

Debt Charity

Age of website users — July 2020
(total page views)
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of help, from emergency funding to Debt Solutions, to
furlough and so on. This included a varied demographics

and age ranges.

Recently we’ve actually started to see a tailing off in
website traffic. And one of the things that we’ve seen
across the debt advice sector is a reduction in the need
for that advice. And it doesn’t take a rocket scientist

to understand that, because the level of support and
forbearance directed obviously from the government and

backed up by creditors has been significant.

At the first half of the of the pandemic, the initial
opportunity was around three months of payment
holidays. So, we were talking to everyone from the banks,
to purchasers and to utility firms about what would
happen next,and what was going to happen as a result

of those first three months.

And as the pandemic obviously rolled on, we were

expecting a real uplift in in July in terms of the need for



dept advice, if the initial payment holidays came to an
end. But then obviously, the FCA and government came out
with an extension. So, we are now in the situation where
we're all bracing ourselves across the debt advice sector,
as are the lenders, utility firms and local authorities alike,
all asking: what is going to happen? And what is the need
going to be for debt advice? And where are consumers

finding themselves?

We saw a significant amount of self-employed people
coming to us for help, really trying to navigate and
understand the intricacies of what the government help

initiative was.

So, as the furlough schemes start to come to an end, and
with it redundancy announcements, we're all fully aware
of the scale of the job losses, day.in day out, we can start
to see via web.traffic to our site the types of areas that
people re seeking information on prior to officially asking

for further help.

“‘welre seeing much higher
response rates for people
getting in touch via mortgages
when it comes to affordability
issues, so clearly keeping a roof
over people’s heads has been
the major priority”

So, in terms of volumes, we'provide support both online
and via telephony, and what we're seeing increasingly is
people will come and have a look at the website and then
when they're ready to seek more detailed and specific help,
they pick up the phone. We started-to see increases in June
and July as some of those initial payment holidays came to
an end where some creditors were saying, actually looking
at your broader situation, you now-need to go and seek
debt advice as opposed to just having an additional three

months of payment holidays.

That plateaued again in August. Seasonality has been a
factor, ordinarily it’s a quiet time as people go on holiday

or a staycation. But it’s definitely plateaued.

When we look at changes in the reasons for debt, obviously
Coronavirus wasn’t a thing in 2019. But you can start to
see through our data that unemployment and redundancy
are now starting to be the key feature of the reasons that
people are seeking help along with payment holidays and

mortgage holidays.

So, people are starting to come as they acknowledge that

this situation is more long term and they need more help.

In terms of other areas that we're starting to see, we know
that there’s been a huge degree of support from lenders
and unsecured products. But we know that in other areas,
other sectors, that hasn’t been as mandated as it has by
the FCA, such as Council Tax arrears, electricity, utilities,
etc. They tend to feature when anybody comes to get debt
advice from us at StepChange and other providers. But we
know that enforcement activities have resumed. So clearly
Council Tax arrears are starting to increase and is a real

source of worry for consumers.

In terms of telephony, we definitely see a difference
between the clients that come to us via phone compared
to those on digital channels, and this is especially so-in
terms of arrears and mortgages. In terms of responses

to communications, we're seeing much higher response
rates for people getting in touch via mortgages when it
comes to affordability issues, so clearly keeping a roof
over people’s heads has been the major priority. The Lesser
response rates have been seen with things like credit

cards.

In terms of surplus levels, something we always track,
it's not a huge variation in terms of what we normally
see but we are starting to see that Universal Credit
utilisation is starting to increase, with people accessing
Universal Credit that have never been in this situation
before. And that is the real clear picture that started to

emerge; consumers who've never been in a situation with



Reasons for Debt*

Full year 2019
W Reduced income or benefits (18%)

Unemployment or redundancy (16%)

o Injury or illness (16%)

* Telephony only

debt, where Coronavirus has just given them an absolute
Sideswipe. And we're looking at some early sources of data
where we're seeing debt levels in comparison to consumers
in 2019. A lot of these consumers have not built up arrears
prior to this or have not got a huge degree of debt, have
not suffered with things like gambling etc. So, Coronavirus
really has come in and given them a Sideswipe. And now
these people are accessing the sort of support and services

that they’ve never been aware of previously.

In terms of demographics in age, we’ve definitely seen

an increase in the younger demographics. And | think we
can all assume the impacts of things such as zero-hour
contracts, instability in unstable industries — with this
demographic much more likely to be working in hospitality,
entertainment, travel and so on. Industries that have really
been significantly impacted. And you can start to see some
patterns here with the channel preference, with older
consumers much preferring to be talking to us on the

phone than coming online.

Vulnerability

In terms of vulnerability, so as well as obviously being
financially vulnerable, 51% of our telephony clients have
additional vulnerabilities. We've been tracking that online
now. And we’ll have more of a feature in terms of what
that looks like. But everything from complex mental

health issues, physical health, and so on. So, when it comes

July 2020

Unemployment or redundancy (17%)
Coronavirus (16%)

0 Reduced income or benefits (15%)

to gender and housing, housing in particular, the vast
majority of people that seek help from us are renters and,
clearly,those on a mortgage. Mortgages have received a
significant amount of help over this time, more so than
renters. And we will start to see a greater prevalence of

rent arrears no doubt.

Currently, more than half of our clients are unemployed or
in full part-time employment. So, consumers coming to us
that probably would never entertain the idea of needing
debt advice previously. And single people definitely make
up the vast majority, accounting for the largest majority of

people that we do help.

“Consumers who have reduced
capability and reduced
capacity will face an array of
organisations that they need to
negotiate with”

In terms of what’s next, the furlough is coming to an
end, payment holidays are coming to an end. So, we

are expecting an increase in requests for support, and
then again as we go into January 2021, as we expect to
see a significant increase in January in from seasonality

perspective, we always do. We're trying to work very



closely with Money and Pension Services and talking to
banks and utilities about what is their strategy? What is
that exit strategy? What is that additional forbearance so
that we can obviously prepare and provide information on
our website, but also to be prepared to get a significant
amount of additional headcount to help with that increase

in demand.

What'’s Next?

So when it comes to ‘what’s next’ for StepChange; we
recognise that there are going to be an array of support
from lenders, utilities,and other sectors helping consumers.
And there’s going to be solutions that are required for
consumers who have a longer-term debt problem and
where COVID has brought that front and centre. But there
are a group of consumers who actually fall somewhere in
between that, where they need more than their creditor can
give them. But actually, a long-term solution is not what
they need right now, because there is an expectation that

their payment ability - their income - will return.

So we’ve created the COVID payment plan, which is a
repayment plan for up to 12 months to give consumers
peace of mind where they can afford a minimum of 33% of
their commitments each month. it’s a kind of a stop gap and

a stepping as a debt solution.

Consumers who have reduced capability and reduced
capacity will face an array of organisations that they need
to negotiate with, contact, understand, and there will be
inconsistencies across those. E.g.- what a bank can offer
versus a water company,and during a time when they are

really struggling to keep everything together.

So, one of the key benefits that we see in this payment
plan is it’s a one on one; one organisation to deal with, one
payment, and we work on their behalf. And we’re working
across various sectors to make creditors aware of this
support. This payment plan launches in November. And
we’ve worked very closely with money in Pension Service
Treasury, FCA, UK finance to, to put this in place to really
help consumers a time where they don’t know where to

turn.

Vanessa Northam

Vanessa is Head of Strategic Relationships at StepChange,
where she is responsible for key relationships and a
broader network of over 500 organisations and growing the
charity digitally to support the millions of UK consumers

who need help with their money worries.
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Expert View

Helen Pettifer,
Customer Vulnerabilty Expert

5 Urgencies:

Getyour Vulnerability

Strategy Started

As I'm writing this, the anticipated second wave of Covid
in the UK is now happening.

In addition to the risk to health, this brings further
economic, financial, and social uncertainty. Your business,
your employees and your customers will be impacted in

some way, again.

For this reason, addressing vulnerability must be a

leading priority for your organisation.

A proactive and responsive approach will help your
organisation to retain employees and customers, stand

out from the competition and remain sustainable.
Preparing and implementing a vulnerability strategy is

now vital and will help your organisation be aware of and

adapt to changing needs.
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Implementing any new strategy takes considerable time,

but as a specialist in vulnerable customer service, | want
“Fines have already been issued

and with so many individuals now
facing vulnerable circumstances, |

anticipate the FCA bringing firms

to account quickly and heavily.

to emphasise the need to start now.

Here are 5 key urgencies to be aware of that will be
impacting your business over the coming months, and
this articles explains the reasoning behind them. | have
also posed some key questions for you to consider in your

organisation.



1. Imminent publication of the FCA guidance

In July, the Financial Conduct Authority (FCA) published
the revised draft guidance for firms on treating vulnerable
customers fairly. (You can read my interpretations in last

month’s journal).

The consultation period ends 30th September, with

the plan to publish the final guidance later this year or
early 2021. The FCA categorically stated that there is no
implementation period and once published it will take

immediate effect.

Fines have already been issued and with so many
individuals now facing vulnerable circumstances, |
anticipate the FCA bringing firms to account quickly and

heavily. This is a cost that you can avoid by taking action.

Key question: On a scale of 1-10, how close to being
compliant are you right now? For non-financial organisations,
what steps are you taking to better understand and support

your vulnerable customers?

“Your organisation’s actions
can support customers through
financial difficulties, rather
than escalating the issue’”

2. Financial vulnerability - Consumer and Organisational
Financial vulnerability is expected to be the greatest
vulnerability impacting individuals this year and for
several years to come. This will heavily impact both

consumers and organisations.

With the furlough scheme ending on 31st October, firms
will be re-examining their financial resources. Every
organisation will be looking at where to cut costs. This is
already driving up redundancies and unemployment. This

may be the case within your business.

Your organisation’s actions can support customers through

financial difficulties, rather than escalating the issue.
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Revising payment plans and empathetic engagement
with customers in payment arrears will help them be in a
better position to pay you. This is the right thing to do for

customers and it is a necessity for business sustainability.

Key question: With the predicted financial crisis developing,
what impact are you expecting it to have on your business,

and how long is it sustainable for?

3. Business as usual through second wave of Covid
There is no doubt we are now experiencing the second
wave. Although vaccines are being developed, experts
believe we will be co-existing with coronavirus and its

impacts well into 2021.

“Now is the time to ensure
that your team feel informed,
supported,and empowered.”

In a bid to contain infection rates, we're now seeing
increased restrictions, localised lockdowns with the
possibility of another national lockdown also being
mentioned. For now, employees are being encouraged to

work from home again.

Your team will be experiencing changes in their working
and personal lives. They may be directly affected by
financial and social challenges. They could be dealing
with added responsibilities for others. Their mental and

physical health could be taking a hit.

As an organisation, you could be facing a reduction in
customers and revenue. The need to adapt in response

to the latest advice and changing customer needs is
consistent. You may have staff working remotely or being
off work until they get the all-clear from a test.

With all this uncertainty, you may be managing an increase
in demand for customer service support and complaints

with a reduced workforce.

Key question: /f you lose 10% of your workforce due to
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illness, stress, caring responsibilities, bereavement, and other

circumstances, how will your organisation operate effectively?

4. Workforce readiness and robustness

Addressing the first 3 urgencies has the potential to
dramatically influence the morale and well-being of
your staff. Now is the time to ensure that your team feel

informed, supported, and empowered.

Your employees may be personally experiencing a variety
of situations and stresses. They may also be expected

to handle increasingly difficult and emotional customer
conversations. This can bring additional stress and anxiety.

In many cases, staff will be managing these conversations

12

in their own homes, remote from colleague support and

resources.

Key question: How can you ensure staff are skilled,
confident, prepared and feel supported to carry out their job

roles effectively through current situations?

5. Access to limited resources

In their proposed guidance, the FCA estimates the
principles will apply to 52,000 financial firms.
Supposing that 50% of these firms have not yet
considered their vulnerability strategy, 26,000
organisations will be looking to create a vulnerability

strategy and train their teams over the next 3-6 months.



If these 26,000 firms are not experienced at in-house audits
and training programmes, they will be looking to external

providers to support delivery.

There is a very limited supply of qualified external
providers. As one of them, | can assure you that there has
been a significant increase in demand for services.

There is a real risk that if firms don’t act quickly, they will be
facing a serious delay in implementing their vulnerability
strategy and achieving compliance. And this is just in the

financial sector!

Key question: Have you identified what resources (internal
and external) you'll need to have your vulnerability strategy in
place by the end of 2020 - and will you be at the front of - or

end of - the queue for them?

Why your Vulnerability Strategy Needs to be a Priority
These are extraordinarily challenging times. Even if
business is booming, your employees and customers will be

impacted by Coronavirus.

If you're planning to start or finalise your vulnerability
strategy and train your team in the first quarter of 2021, |
encourage you to seriously reconsider.

The time to act is now.

The actions that you take now can make a difference.
Empower your team to listen, understand, and empathise
and you can build a reputation as a company that cares. In

terms of long-term sustainability, that is priceless.
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Helen Pettifer

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
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organisation and help you take a giant leap forward.
Additionally, it will prepare you better for the 2nd wave,
3rd wave and however many more we have yet to come.
Its easy to get bogged down in the enormous amount of
data that we’ve generated - much of which was volatile
and hard to derive clear insight from. Getting to the
golden nuggets of what made the difference between
great experiences and shockers and real successes and
mistakes/oversights is tricky, b

Captain Hindsight needs to be at the table, but with

a distilled data set and a bucket load of intuition and

experience to expose the real learnings.

“Different types of customer
have changed their behaviour
and many are liking the ‘new
normal’ ways they were forced
to adopt.

Customers have changed their behaviour in so many
different ways through lockdown, things are only just
beginning to settle, but they are settling into a ‘new
normal’ pattern. For years the conversations we’ve had
in retail food have been all about a behavioural shift
towards ‘little and often’ shopping and an increasing
desire for delivery and collection services. This
brought about all sorts of changes from smaller local
supermarkets, to size/shape of basket/trolley, to ever
evolving and innovative online functionality to support
search and buy online.

The days of the weekly shop and the paper list were

numbered. Cue a global pandemic that reverses that tide
of change - customers are back to shopping less often to
avoid exposure and the size of the shop has increased to
levels of a decade ago (at Tesco, size of shop has doubled

over lockdown).

Different types of customer have changed their behaviour
and many are liking the ‘new normal’ ways they were
forced to adopt. For example, the supermarket shop
delivered to home was initially the domain of the early
adopter customers who tended to be younger and more

tech savvy before more mainstream groups of time-

poor customers were attracted. Cue a revolution in how
different segments shop, with vulnerable customers,

who as a group tend to be older and are less attracted

to online shopping now forming a very large proportion
of the home delivery customer base. Essentially they are
now forced to use an experience that was not designed
with them front of mind and its been a rough ride - they
generate more queries, more of which land by phone, they
require more handholding and support through account
setup and their early shops. From an organisations’
perspective, what was a buying channel with very low cost
to serve is now much more expensive to support,and the
people using it have a very different set of needs, wants

and expectations.

What we are often seeing, in sectors where there has been
this kind of customer shift, is a falling NPS/CSAT score.
This is not always because the process/experience was
weakened by sheer volume pressure but simply because
the experience was not designed for the customers who
are now using it,and so the experience has become
misaligned. And of course wherever NPS/CSAT fall,
dissatisfaction and complaints inevitably rise. And here,

more cost and more resource is required.

For your team on the inside, this shift was hard too - they
were unprepared and lacked the skills to deal with a very
different group of customers presenting a very different
set of queries. Their performance metrics suddenly took a
nosedive and they felt they had no control - for some this
affected bonuses, it affected team spirit and morale and
that personal satisfaction from a job well done.

It is reasonable to expect that some customers will,in
time (when?), return to store shopping, at least some of
the time. But it is likely many won’t and so the home
delivery shopping model needs revisiting with a very
different customer base in mind.

Captain Hindsight will very smugly tell us that going
forward, we need to be able to anticipate and these shifts
in customer behaviour and quickly make adjustments to
the Customer Journey/Experience that will drive customer
satisfaction. Alongside that, we need to prepare our teams,
fast, for a new set of interactions with customers and
empower them to be fleet of foot, adapting approaches in
real time. That might mean (counter intuitively), switching
some fuctionality off for some customers to make the

experience lighter, simpler and easier and giving our



teams bitesized training and other real-time interventions

to support their conversations. That will reduce ‘in-
journey’ contact and associated costs, suppport NPS/CSAT
and prevent complaints.

“He will expose your
mistakes and that will feel
uncomfortable but he will
also shine a light on your
successes.’

Captain Hindsight is your friend, your critical friend. He
will expose your weakness and that will smart a bit but
he’ll also highlight your strengths and show how you

can build on them going forward. He will expose your
mistakes and that will feel uncomfortable but he will
also shine a light on your successes. He’ll help you bond
as a team and grow in capability and vision. This is much
more than a lessons learned exercise - this is a ‘shape up
for the future’ exercise for Executive and Management

teams who want to (or are compelled to) find a better way.

Whatever he discovers, Captain Hindsight will benefit you
enormously, so be bold and invite him to the table. The

time is now.

If you need help with your Captain Hindsight workshops
to help you shape up your organisation for whatever
challenges lay ahead, get in touch (and mention
Collaboration Network for VIP treatment).

Nicola Eaton Sawford

Nicola (Nikki) is our Customer Experience Ambassador and
a well-known and influential Customer Experience architect
who works closely with big brand organisations to disrupt

and advance customer experience across sectors.

Her company, Customer Whisperers, was born as a one stop
shop customer experience and training house back in 2007.
Their work is enjoyed by millions of UK customers and

disruptive ambitious across multiple sectors.

www.customerwhisperers.com
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Q‘\ Expert Panel Discussion

A Discussion on
Debt & Financial Vulnerability

The Expert Panel

Helen Pettifer
Discussion Chair

Christy McAleese
Expert Panlist

Below is an excerpt from an expert panel
discussion which took place on the Collaboration
Webinar on 10th September 2020, focusing upon
debt and financial vulnerbility.

The discussion was chaired by Helen Pettifer,
(Customer Vulnerability Specialist at the
Collaboration Network and Director of Helen
Pettifer Training). Helen was joined on this
discussion by Christy McAleese (Debt Advice
Strategy Manager at the Money and Pension
Service), Nadia Starky (Vulnerable Customer
Strategy Manager at Aviva) and Joseph Surtees
(Head of Policy for the Government Debt
Management Function within the Cabinet Office).

Helen Pettifer

As we move forward it’s absolutely crucial that we are
able to identify the people that are going to be really
financially vulnerable. And, when you think about it, we're
only really at the tip of the iceberg. There’s, still so much
more to come. We're coming to the end of the furlough
scheme and the payment holiday. | think there’s going to
be a big wave and a big shift.

17

Nadia Starky
Expert Panlist

Joseph Surtees
Expert Panlist

And | think, with financial vulnerabilities, a lot of
organisations can start analysing complaints, they'll see
people are desperate for their refunds on their flights
and their holidays, it could be a sign that actually they're
desperate for that money. They're just desperate to have
that money back in their bank account, ready to get
through Christmas. That’s another challenge to come as
well.

And as we move now to our panel discussion, it gives me
great pleasure to introduce to you our experts for today.
We’ve got Christy McAleese, Debt Advice Strategy Manager
at the Money and Pension Service, Nadia Starkey, who
is the Vulnerable Customer Strategy Manager at Aviva,
and Joseph Surtees, who is the Head of Policy for the
Government Debt Management Function at the Cabinet
Office. So welcome to all three of you.

So how can organisations prepare for the forecasted
increase in financial vulnerability? We've talked

about the wave that’s going to come, but also not just
from a consumer point of view, but actually from an
organisational point of view. Because | think we need to
look at vulnerability, financial vulnerability, from both
aspects.



Christy, a question for you: how can organisations prepare

for this forecasted increase in financial vulnerability?

So, it’s a very big question. But obviously, very, very
interesting. So | think first and foremost, for me, thinking,
first of all, about those new creditors, and people and
organisations where people may hold liabilities, | think it
starts with really starting to understand your customers,
their current circumstances, the impact that COVID has
had on them, and their personal finances, and also really

building that understanding vulnerability as well.

We know that there are examples of really powerful and
good practice within the credit sector around managing
vulnerabilities and supporting customers in financial
difficulty. And so | would really encourage all credit
organisations to be really looking to build best practice
in that area. | know, we're trying to all avoid using
terminology like ‘unprecedented’, but | think recognising
that the changes that this may mean for your kind

of customer base, particularly around their ability to
manage their liabilities and their repayments. We've seen
a great deal of action in the forbearance space at the
moment, and | think we would ask credit organisations

to give consideration where possible to continuing those
forbearance mechanisms. There’s been lots of talk about
the kind of cliff edge’and ‘the tsunami’, and that’s kind of a
call to them at the moment I'd make, to help manage the
impact of this on vulnerable consumers, and really reduce

that risk of detriment.

But also, we do know, that actually, credit organisations

that offer those sorts of forbearance or who support

customers in the difficult times, they really retain those
customers for the good times. And we obviously all

hope that this will be a really deep and fundamental
economic shock, but there will be a recovery. And so how
organisations act towards their customers at the moment
will really determine the loyalty of those customers in the
longer term. So, it’s a call to both the heart and the head

in this first instance. Do it because it’s the right thing to do,
understand vulnerability, understand the risk of detriment,
but also actually make the case internally that this is the
right thing to do for your customer base in the longer term
and your profit margins in the longer term as well. So |
think that would be where I'd start to do things.

That'’s great, thank you, Christy and | think it does boil
down to communication, doesn'’t it both internally and
externally? And that empathetic level of communication as
well? And Nadia, what are your thoughts on this question?

| think one of the other ways in which, when you say

how can we prepare, we know there’s a lot of risk on the
horizon. We know how we reacted when the pandemic hit,
and one of the key things that everyone, in the moment,
had to find an answer to is, how do we support the
customer in terms of their current needs are? And then the
knock-on effect of what happens after that.

So, | think the biggest thing is, we need to focus on our
staff. First, being able to put staff in a situation where they
understand what customers’ needs look like, especially

in financially vulnerable situations. Those conversations
have to be at the right level with the customers in those
situations. Then how to identify their needs, and how to
push them to the right level of support from there. | think
that’s key because we get so busy with answering all these
questions that you don’t always stop to think about how
we deliver that to the customer. So | think one of the key
ways we could get ready is just ensure that we keep our
staff checking in with people, we make sure we’ve got the
right level of training and that we continue to talk about
what it means for a customer to be in a vulnerable, or
financially vulnerable, situation and what support we can
offer to them. And identifying what the customer is not
saying as well. So being able to give them that support,

that they might not ask for, in the moment.



Helen Pettifer
Yes, brilliant. Thank you, Nadia. And Joseph, what are your
thoughts on this question?

Joseph Surtees

Yes, so to continue with what Christy and Nadia were
saying, but a few slightly different thoughts. So, one,

| think it’s important think about timeframe with this.

So, | remember some research we did a while ago that
basically said, if youre unemployed for six months, and if
you fall behind on your bills, you're still paying that off
over 10 years later. Firms can’t think that, even if we get
over COVID-19 in the next 18 months, who knows at this
point, the peopled effected are still going to be affected
in 5 to 10 years’ time. So, in terms of the timeframe theyre
thinking about responses over, that needs to be over a 10

year period, it can’t be over a short period of time.

Point two is on data. So, whilst building up this long-term
response, firms and government will still need to rely on
the data they have and the data they capture, which in
many situations is just not good enough. So basically, |
think firms are going to have to think a lot more about the
use of data sharing.

There’s a lot of interesting things going on in the utility
sector, around sharing data on property services registers, |
think that could happen a lot more within GDPR. And also
think about proxy data. As Nadia said, people don’t always
tell you everything, they won’t stand up and shout ‘l am
vulnerable’. So, look at other ways to look at your data and
try to work out whether somebody might be vulnerable or
needs additional support.

So, point three is collaboration. And when | talk about
collaboration, | mean, meaningful collaboration. There’s
very little point in contacting your provider or 32 other
companies because they’ve said, contact us. And then when
you actually contact them, they say ‘no, there’s nothing we
can do for you’ So, if you're collaborating, make sure that
you know the third sector organisation that you've referred
to come back to and say ‘this individual needs help and
requires certain actions’ Firms and government need to do
that. They need to have a trusting relationship with those
collaborators.

And then finally, my point on systems. | think it is really
important to start exploring things like open banking, and
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certainly things like how to track people’s genuine income
expenditure over time. However, we also know there’s

lots of systems at the moment that are set up so that all
automated messages go out, there’s automated policy
responses, that if people miss a payment, they're suddenly
hit by the full force of recovery, or full force of quite
aggressive communications. So, | think firms are going to
really need to think about whether their existing systems
need to be changed or updated, before even moving on to
whether we need to design new digital tools or not.

Helen Pettifer

That’s brilliant. Thank you,Joseph. And some great
thoughts there as well. And obviously, | think collaboration
is absolutely key. And that’s why this group has been put
together as well to just bring everyone together to have

these conversations and to make a difference, ultimately.

And so, my next question then is how can firms proactively
encourage disclosure, especially around debt and financial
challenges, which is historically a topic people aren’t
comfortable discussing? So, Nadia if | can come to you
First?

“I think firms need to be less
about stringent processes and
tick boxes and more about
creating an environment that
customers feel safe in”

Nadia Starky

So, disclosure is an interesting question, isn’t it? We talk
about this a lot. How do we get people to tell us they're
vulnerable? Especially and we’ve had this question come
up a lot. How do you get someone online to disclose that
they're vulnerable? And I think for us, it’s less about them
disclosing - | don’t need them to disclose it unless they're

ready to and they want to.

So, I think it’s less about encouraging people to disclose
and it'’s more about giving them the environment where
they feel comfortable to talk about their circumstances.
And whether that then means they're disclosing everything,

or whether they're just getting the help they need without



feeling they've over disclosed, | think that’s the key thing.

It's understanding circumstances. It’s having the right
conversations, the new consultation on vulnerability

talks about that empathy, and approaching customers
with the right level of empathy. | think having the right
conversations, having the right customer journeys,

that encourages them to talk about where they have
challenges. And approaching it in such a way that actually,
if you're going through a new business process, and you're
having to purchase a product that you have to have, it’s
not a choice, and actually is out of what you're able to
afford, that you're in a journey where you're able to say
stop, and you can say why and you feel comfortable to do
it.

And so, | think it comes down to that staff training piece,
again. It comes down to how we approach the customer.
And | think firms need to be less about stringent processes
and tick boxes and more about creating an environment

that customers feel safe in.

Brilliant, thank you. And Joseph, what are your thoughts on

this question?

There’s an interesting example from the work | do.

The government was quite heavily criticised a couple
years ago for basically not paying attention enough to
identifying vulnerability and responding to it. And one of
the things that we've started to do is design a toolkit for
frontline staff to identify issues. But | think the interesting
thing is that when we say stuff like Tright, let’s design

a vulnerability tool kit. Let’s do some research that’s
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designed for something that’s completely new that works
for government’. And then after about two weeks, | think
we acknowledged this already exists,and so what is the
point of creating something radically new? This stuff’s
been used in financial services for 10 years. And so, we
designed something that | think is really useful, with this
toolkit to be rolled out across government over the next

couple of years.

So, | think, again, there is a digital focus on this,and when
you hear ‘digital’ it'’s always ‘build new programmes, build
new projects’ But | think in this circumstance, so much

of this stuff is already great practice that exists, and it’s
actually about making sure that this great practice is
shared across all the sectors and industries that need it.
So, my point is build on stuff that we know works rather
than constantly trying to invent new tools, especially
during COVID-19, when we're under such pressure, that
might be great, but won'’t be ready for two years and

nobody will know how to operate.

Fantastic. Thank you,Joseph. | think sometimes we're all
guilty of trying to overcomplicate things at time,aren’t we,
including business jargon. Sometimes the customer just
wants it plain and simple in their own words and phrases,

to them.

What | was thinking just then is around how no one
phones up and says, I'm vulnerable’ We talk about building
vulnerability tools and vulnerabilities - but people don’t
think of themselves as vulnerable. So actually, | think the
onus is on firms and organisations to be able to make the
terms and conditions, and the impact of anything they do,
so clear that a customer can relate their own personal
circumstances to what they're doing, and then therefore

disclosing it because it feels relevant to them.

Absolutely, thank you. And Christy, what are your thoughts
on this question?

| think to pick up on Joseph’s point around immediate
steps that could be taken, because | think there are
longer term system changes that we can look to, but

immediately in response to COVID, | think there’s a few



things for me. So, thinking about the way that customers
are contacted when they miss payments. Think about those
initial contacts and the understanding of vulnerability,and
creating the space to disclose those things, | think it can
be quite difficult. | think | would urge firms to think about
the staff that are undertaking those activities, if that’s part
of your collections process. And even with the best training
in the world, if people understand their performance in a
particular department is around recovery or repayments,
they may not give the space over to that kind of.

So, | think it would urge firms to think a little bit about that.
| think then the second thing we’ve had, we've seen really
good examples where firms have shared the materials, the
scripts, the letters, the text messages that they send, with
key stakeholders in the debt sector, just as a process of
co-design of those communications to say ‘actually, does
this message land in the right way? Are we saying the

right things about how to take action on problem debt?’ to
really bring that kind of ethos into the way that that initial
contact cycle is looked at.

We also probably need to look at some things like the
language that’s mandated in the consumer credit act.
Actually, lots of firms have done a lot of work in this space
to soften the language that they use around, starting to
talk to people by taking action on problem debt, but it’s
generally embedded in a letter that has something in it
such as ‘your house is at risk of repossession’. And so, we
need to remember those contacts are sent to help people
recognise their problem and to take action. And if the
language and the consumer credit act is acting against
those two things, and actually forcing somebody to stuff it
down the back of the sofa, or put it in a drawer and not look
at it, then | think we need to give that proper consideration.
And then also start to look at referrals into the debt sector,
etc.

There’s also some really good examples of co-location

of contact centre staff and debt sector staff. And again,
that could be something that actually could be spun up
relatively quickly. And there’s loads of benefits to that.
Obviously, it does create those referral pathways, but also
that ethos and that call to sharing. | think there can be
really good benefits from that type of approach as well.

Helen Pettifer
That’s brilliant. Thank you, Christy. And | think ultimately,
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it is all about increasing and driving engagement, getting
that communication out there and actually inviting the
customer just to get in touch. So yes, some great points.
Thank you. We have some questions coming in from
participants. There’s a question here: how do firms balance
the changing needs of vulnerable customers and their own
profitability? Yes, challenging question, isn’t it? Joseph, what

are your thoughts on this one?

“I think there’s going to have
to be some way of finding
some additional support for
smaller firms that want to
show forbearance that can’'t”

Joseph Surtees

It's an interesting one, because I've been having a few
conversations recently with the utility sector,and one of
the issues with the utility sector is there’s such a range of
size of firms that whilst you can say, as a sector, utilities
need to show greater forbearance - big firms can do that,
whereas smaller firms will go out of business if they try
and do it for too long. There isn’t an easy answer. Obviously
an easy answer is there should just be a big pot of money
for smaller firms to access to offset forbearance, | wouldn’t
even dare to suggest that that is the way forward, however.
But ultimately, | think there’s going to have to be some way
of finding some additional support for smaller firms that
want to show forbearance that can’t. And whether that’s
public money, or whether that’s some sort of joint levy,
between all firms and industry is up for debate. | suspect
that, to throw over to Christy and Money and Pensions
Service, the way that organisations like money and Pension
Service work with a series of joint levies all working

towards one aim might be the way forward.

Helen Pettifer
Yes, so throwing over to you to Christy, what are your
thoughts?

Christy McAleese
My hope would be that it won’t always be a binary choice
between offering forbearance and profitability. | do

completely recognise and we’re very alive to the fact that



forbearance as it’s been structured initially in response to
COVID probably won'’t be sustainable in the long term for
many firms. And we recognise that. There are then sort of
skills of forbearance, and | think, starting to move towards
the question: can you retain that customer work with
them through their financial difficulties, and help them
move towards being resilient in the longer term? And,
actually, as | said, as I've said in my previous comment,
then actually you're building that loyalty, you're building
that understanding of the customer, and you're retaining
them, hopefully, as they move through that process of life
accumulation and take on new products.

And, | think really, as you know, there were signs
emerging pre COVID, that actually lots of firms and lots
of mainstream lenders needed to work harder on that
building of resilience, because actually, the age that
people were taking out mortgages was increasing, and
the premise on which a lot of things were being built
was already there, there were signs that actually for the
younger generations, that process of accumulation and
decumulation was at work in exactly the same way. And
so there probably would have been a point,and maybe
COVID has accelerated the point, but there probably was
a point in 10 - 15 year’s time where we would have big
questions for our mainstream high street banks saying,
actually, people aren’t taking out mortgage products in
the way that they used to, they aren’t utilising the profit
making aspects of our business. And it’s because they've
not done the work previously to support that journey of

financial resilience.

So, | think it’s a really difficult one. | wouldn’t say it’s one
size fits all. But | do think this is probably a question that
we would have been asking at some point in the future.

And if the general trend is towards the lack of change for
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financial resilience, then there would probably have to be

changes in practice from firms anyway.

| completely agree with what Christy was saying. |

think it’s about that financial resilience, it's about
understanding how customers interact with products,
how we can support them. Obviously, there will always

be that trade-off, but it's not always going to be the way
it is now. And there’s some things we've had to do now

to react that’s not always going to be the case. So, it’s
about understanding mapping the product journeys that
customers go on, what their needs are, what they look like

and how we best meet them within our own environment.

We've talked a little bit about what’s coming in the future
in the long-term impact. So, what further impact and
needs are we likely to see, moving through this? Nadia, to
you first.

Actually, I've had a call today on it. And it’s, it’s interesting,
isn’'t it? So, we know there’s some key things. We know
about the furlough scheme, but we also know there’s
some impacts from payment breaks that’s hitting
customers now. It'’s hard because a lot of this can also

be linked to other vulnerabilities that will then force
customers into vulnerable circumstances. So, you’ve got
the obvious, such as the furlough scheme winding down,
you’ve got customers who are being made redundant,
you’ve got all of these situations. But actually, there’s
things like the cancer backlog and those kinds of things
that are forcing people to get in worse situations due to
other reasons, which then is a knock-on effect. So, | think
there’s a lot still to come. And it’s hard to say exactly how
that’s going to look or how it’s going to present.

COVID and the pandemic has exacerbated and accelerated
trends that we were seeing within the debt sector already.
And something we're giving really careful consideration
to is how it maps particularly to the capacity of the sector
to serve those in debt, to customer groups who struggle
to find an appropriate solution or a resolution to their
problem. So, thinking specifically as an example of those
who are in persistent deficit or negative budget, they

present for advice, and they go through their income and



expenditure process, to look to see where they can reduce
the outgoings to maximise their income. But actually, in
the end, they simply don’t have any money to either make
a payment, or maybe some of the insolvency solutions
aren’t appropriate either. And that was already around

a reasonably high percentage, from some of the larger
providers already telling us that they were seeing quite
high percentages of those clients. And obviously, it’s a
real concern, if we're going to see a surge in demand. And
then much higher levels of people who actually the sector
will struggle to move forward, both in terms of obviously,
the detriment of those customers, but also the capacity
of the sector to manage in the in the mid-term. So that’s
something that we are giving really careful thought to at

the moment.

And finally,Joseph, what are what are your thoughts on
this question?

Joseph Surtees

| have to agree with Christy that, so far,almost everybody
in the most trouble will be in even more trouble to

solve this. So younger people, renters, people working in
the service industry, which is obviously back to younger
people. So, there’s nothing there in terms of who would be
affected | can say differently. The one thing that | would
say, that needs keeping an eye on, is after COVID-19, firms,
no matter what the sector, are going to have a smaller
group of profitable clients, which obviously raises the
dangers to keep that small group happy and keep them as

your clients.

So, | think certainly, there’s going to need to be a view
taken on whether some of the existing types of cross
subsidy that happen across sectors,and particularly in
the financial services industry, like insurance and lending,
needs to be rethought.

That’s brilliant. Thank you so much,Joseph. Some really
key points. So thank you so much, Nadia, Christy, and
Joseph for joining us this afternoon.

23

The Expert Discussion Panelists

Helen Pettifer
Customer Vulnerability Specialist at the Collaboration
Network and Director of Helen Pettifer Training

Christy McAleese
Debt Advice Strategy Manager at the
Money and Pension Service

Nadia Starky

Vulnerable Customer Strategy Manager at Aviva

Joseph Surtees
Head of Policy for the Government Debt Management
Function within the Cabinet Office



On our Collaboration Webinar held on 24th September, which focused upon excellence in
complaints handling, we asked our delegates, who operate across sectors, to feed back on
their thoughts on their next priorities in complaints handling. We asked:

“Having focused on fairness, what do you think is the
most important thing for you to focus on now, to get your
complaints process working best for you before complaint

numbers increase?”

Looking at our process so that we can
provide a service that means treating all
customers equally, so everyone gets the same
quality of service

Finding ways to support our staff, including
helping them to demonstrate empathy and
compassion, but also manage expectations

Honing our present process, so that we know
it can stand up to increased demand

Making sure our technology is able to
withstand more demand and making sure
people are sign-posted somewhere

Looking at completely overhauling the
process, because it won’t stand up to the
increased demand

Delegate Poll Results

19%
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¥ Guest Column

HUNTSWOOD

The Impact of
COVID-19 on Complaints

Ahead of the latest
publication of the Complaints
Outlook,Jamie Sutherland,
Huntswood’s Complaints
Technical Advisor, looks at
the impact COVID-19 has had
on complaints...



Covid-19 has had, and will continue to have, a huge
impact to our lives, especially with our individual financial
circumstances. With many of us not being able to work
through lockdown, being furloughed or now being made
redundant, Covid-19 has given rise to many new questions

of fairness.

The main driver for complaints since the government

and industry regulators put virus measures in place,

is that consumers are not happy with the way their
financial service,communications or energy provider has
treated them. Smaller businesses have also suffered due
to business interruption and it’s expected many small
businesses will not survive without the right protections
in place. These underlying and sometimes very emotional
factors has resulted in a recent spike in complaints across

most sectors.

So,what is causing consumers to feel they are not being
treated fairly? Let us look at how Covid-19 has impacted

the complaints industry in a few key stages:

1. Initial impact of lockdown

With many offices closed, firms were operating with

a reduced service. This had an immediate impact on
staff workload and, ultimately, response times for
consumers. With some phonelines only being used for
keyworkers, many consumers moved to other methods of
communication, such as webchats and online forms. With
longer wait times and a high demand for services due

to the impact of lockdown on individuals, there was an
expectation that complaints would go through the roof.
However, many firms found consumers to be sympathetic
and complaints reduced throughout the initial months
of lockdown. Whilst this allowed firms to implement
contingency plans, many felt this was the calm before the

storm.
2. Complaints on the rise
As firms increased services, we were beginning to see the

real impact of lockdown on individuals.

Financial difficulties
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Many complaints come from consumers who, due

to covid-19, have found themselves unable to make
repayment on loans, mortgages, or other essential services.
For many people this is the first time they’'ve experienced
financial difficulties, while some who were already

struggling are now potentially in a very vulnerable position.

“Resource issues at many
firms resulted in additional
complaints, despite the claims
being eventually settled”

Regulators, including the Financial Conduct Authority (FCA),
set out clear guidance on how to treat those customers
who are affected by Covid-19 and are now in arrears, we
know this is the priority focus area and we have seen
regulators take this to the next stage by carrying out
proactive reviews of firms’ treatment of customers. We, at
Huntswood, have seen many firms do some great work in
this area. However, the FCA has identified a number of firms
not doing the right thing to support customers affected by
Covid-19, and the Financial Ombudsman Service (FOS) has
reported increasing complaints due to firms not offering
the correct level of support for their customers who are in

financial difficulty.

Cancellations

Holidays, sporting events, concerts and even weddings
were cancelled due to virus measures. This resulted in

a significant spike in insurance and Section 75 claims.

In addition to complaints about claims being declined,
resource issues at many firms resulted in additional
complaints, despite the claims being eventually settled. As
such, complaints in this area have risen disproportionately

due to significant delays with claims handling.

Business interruption

Statistics published by the Financial Ombudsman Services

show that 20% of Covid-19 related complaints it received
since March 2020, were from small businesses that have
been declined cover under their business interruption

insurance policies. With the issues being far reaching and


https://www.financial-ombudsman.org.uk/data-insight/insight/covid-19-impact-consumers-smes

very complex, the FCA took a test case to the courts to
ensure policyholders were not unfairly treated. Many
complaints were put on hold whilst the courts decided
the case. The courts have now decided in favour of most
of the arguments presented by the FCA. This will now

see a significant number of barriers, mostly regarding the
interpretation of policy terms, removed and claims should

be progressed in line with the findings.

However, complaints about business interruption are
likely to continue to rise as many claims have now been
delayed for several months,and these may be complex
complaints and situations, where for example a business

has entered administration as a result of these delays.

Overall, just as expected, complaints have been on the
rise following the initial reduction during lockdown.
Firms are now looking for ways to deal with backlogs,
increasing complaints volumes and to learn from the

impact of Covid-19.

3. Resource and Recovery

The biggest challenge for firms is ensuring adequate
resource is available to handle complaints within
industry best practice and regulatory timescales.

This will be against a backdrop of consumers whose
personal situations and complaints are potentially
more complex than normal, requiring a more tailored
and timely investigation to arrive at the right outcome
for the consumer. Not only will there be challenges
with backlogs, but with ever changing quarantine and
localised lockdown measures, firms require fluctuating

resource capabilities, which can be very unpredictable.

Huntswood is currently supporting many firms across
financial services, communication and energy sectors to

tackle these challenges in two main ways:
¢ Flexible resource — many firms are looking for
outsourcing opportunities or the provision of flexible

in-house staff

¢ Complaints target operating model review - we

believe that there is a need to learn from the impact
of Covid-19 and to identify efficiencies in the “new

normal” as many staff work from home

What'’s next?

We are already seeing localised lockdowns and the
government is worried that by mid to late November we
could be considering a second national lockdown due to

the increase in Covid-19 cases.

With the sharp rise in complaints, the once sympathetic
consumer, is now becoming impatient and the question
of fairness remains for those affected. This suggests that
financial service and energy sectors may not receive

the same sympathy they experienced during lockdown,
especially if we move towards more localised or national

lockdowns.

Regulators will expect firms to have learned from the
impact Covid-19 has had on consumers and businesses, and
they will expect firms to have in place robust plans to cope
with the next 6 months as we enter more restrictions again.
The FCA, for example, feels that they themselves are under
the spotlight here, to proactively lead firms in the right
direction and act quickly where harm is identified. As such,
the FCA will focus on firms who have not performed well
over the past few months, and in particular, whether firms
have the necessary business continuity plans in place.
Huntswood continues to support firms with operational
resilience, resource and advisory through a very challenging

time for the complaints industry.

Jamie Sutherland
Technical Advisor - Complaints, Huntswood


https://www.linkedin.com/in/jamie-sutherland-25087b2b/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/jamie-sutherland-25087b2b/
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Will Archer

Geoff, we last tackled the subject of mental health in the
workplace with yourself on our expert panel discussion
back in August. What changes have you’ve seen since
that time when it comes to mental ill health and the

workplace?

Geoff McDonald

As I've said before, | think the conversation around
mental health and health in general, continues to be

very prevalent. | think that organisations more and

more are realising how important it is to be able to

have a conversation around the mental health of their
people. And | think that, as we go into the winter, that
conversation is becoming even more prevalent. Because
here in the UK, the initial lockdown we’ve experienced,
and all the restrictions, were during the spring and
summer months. So, there were long days, there was good
weather, but now with the latest restrictions coming in,
and the winter beginning to descend upon us, | think more
and more people are beginning to feel an even greater
sense of anxiety and stress around the uncertainty that
COVID-19 is presenting us with.

Will Archer

Geoff, you've often spoken of how COVID has
democratised mental ill health, are you seeing further
developments around this concept?

Geoff McDonald

Yes, | think COVID has democratised this conversation
and has democratised mental ill health in so many
ways. But | think that we have a wonderful opportunity
right now to almost reset, for organisations to reset
themselves, and to start to think very strategically about
not just the mental health, but the overall health, of
their people. Organisations have to use this opportunity
to reset and reflect on when their people aren’t healthy.
What impact that does that have on organisations, on
their productivity? And if it's having the sort of impact
that we are seeing through COVID, then does this give
us an opportunity to actually say, you know, what, the
health of our people should be a strategic priority in our

organisation and within our workplace.

Will Archer
| completely agree. | think in the medium to long term

there’s a great opportunity for organisations to really step

up and help their people when it comes to health, both

physical and mental health, in the workplace. And | think
COVID has been a watershed moment over these past six
months, and it has shed light on perhaps how poor some
organisations were prepared for dealing with the mental
health of their people during a crisis. And it’s hopefully

given them the realisation that they need to step up their

support mechanisms.

“I think they’ve got to get

the communication out to
their people which sends a
message saying, as your line
manager, or as your employer,
| have a compassionate and
empathetic understanding of
mental ill health.”

My concern at the moment is,and I'd be keen to hear your
thoughts on this, as you've already alluded to it, but we've
been going through this current crisis now for some time.
But previously, as you said, we were in the summer, the
days were longer, the weather was good, people had more
freedom in terms of what they could do and there were
less restrictions around socialising. There was, perhaps,
more optimism in the air. And now, as you say, we’ve got
further restrictions. We're seeing the end of the furlough
scheme, people are coming off their mortgage holidays,
more people are facing job loss,and we're approaching
Christmas, where typically people would want to be able
to spend money and spend time with friends and family.
There are some real fears at the moment. Financial fears
around paying bills, fears around not being able to see
family.

So, whilst there’s opportunities for organisations to
improve the support of their people’s health in the
medium and long term, in the short term, my concern is
that we are going to see a real influx of challenges for
people around anxiety, stress and depression.

Geoff McDonald



Yeah.And I think you're absolutely right. And so therefore,
| think, organisations should really be preparing their
line managers to deal with some of these concerns and
anxieties that employees are going to show. And | think
it becomes more and more important for line managers
and organisations to actually send the message to

their people and find a way of doing this, which is that
everybody is an individual, and everybody has got their

own way of getting a message out there.

But | think they’'ve got to get the communication out to
their people which sends a message saying, as your line
manager, or as your employer, | have a compassionate and
empathetic understanding of mental ill health. | don’t

have an intolerant relationship to mental ill health.

And often line managers say ‘well, how can | send that
message? What can | be saying to my people, how can |
be spotting the symptoms?’ And | often say, you know, it
shouldn’t really be your role to spot the symptoms. You
should have created a culture in your department, or

the people that you are leading, where people just feel
comfortable enough to come and talk to you about their
struggles. And so rather than the onus being on you, as
the line manager to spot the symptoms, you should create
an environment where people feel they can just come
and tell you that they they're not great right now, and they
need some support and some help.

“As part of the team meeting
agenda, why can’t you just
have a conversation around
mental health? Why don’t you
just throw it out there to your
team, and say: ‘listen, you know
what, today we're going to talk
about mental health?”

And so what could you do, the first thing you could do,
as a line manager is you could first of all, just reflect
on your own relationship to mental ill health. Take

some time to really reflect on that relationship. What
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is your relationship? Is it one of intolerance? Where you

see anybody who suggests that they might be struggling

as being weak, or as being a ‘snowflake’ or as trying to

take liberties? Or is your relationship one of compassion,
support, empathy. And if it’s a relationship of intolerance,
then as a line manager, what | think you should do is just go
and be curious. Go and read up about the stresses and the
strains that people are really experiencing today. Go and
read up about what depression is,go and watch a TED talk
on somebody sharing their story around depression, so that
you become more curious,and you get to better understand
the subject and build a more empathetic and understanding
relationship with the topic. That’s the first thing you could
do.

The second thing you could do is with your team. Just like
every team meeting, there would typically be an agenda.
As part of the team meeting agenda, why can’t you just
have a conversation around mental health? Why don'’t

you just throw it out there to your team, and say: ‘listen,
you know what, today we're going to talk about mental
health? | know, there are a number of key issues around
the business to address. But | also want us just to have a
conversation around mental health’ Just throw it out there.
What is mental health? What’s mental ill health? What is
depression? What'’s anxiety? Has anybody experienced it?
Has anybody had a member of their family experience it?
But just start a conversation. Because | think if you can just
get that conversation going with your team, then anything

becomes possible.

And then the third thing that | say is, as a line manager,

or as a leader,when you're ready to do so, why don'’t you
share a bit of your own experiences that you've had with
mental ill health. It might not even be your own issues; it
could be experiences had by a friend or a relative - though
always be sure to seek their permission because there is
still a great deal of stigma around. And then and just share
that story. And most likely, that story is one of you providing
that person with love, support and help. And suddenly

the people in your team are going to realise that they
might they working for somebody who understands this
stuff, is empathetic and compassionate. So reflect on your

relationship, have a conversation and share some stories.

Will Archer
That's really great advice. When it comes to line managers

and team leaders, often middle managers, we so often place



emphasis upon these people to support those beneath
them. We want these managers to have empathy, yet we
know that empathetic people sometimes take on the
worries of others, take on their problems. And during this
period, line managers themselves, who are also human
and susceptible to their own issues with mental health,
are juggling a lot of things. There’s a lot of pressure on

them.

What guidance would you offer to executive teams within
organisations in regard to the support offered to line

managers at this time?

“What are organisations
doing to teach people about
the importance of sleep, the
importance of recovery, the
importance of nutrition, and
running training courses on
these topics?”

Geoff McDonald

| think that executive teams should be sending a very
strong and clear message around the importance of
maintaining their own health. | think senior executives
should be role modelling and sharing stories about how
they are making time to look after their own physical,
emotional and mental health every day.

And so, | think those senior executives have got to role
model and ensure that line managers are given the
permission they need and feel comfortable, to take time
out, to dedicate to enhancing their own health. | think
that those more senior executives have got to be more
empowering of those line managers. | think those senior
executives could be starting some of their meetings with
the line managers with a bit of a check in to see how
people are feeling. This is a time to ‘check in’ with people

rather than to ‘check on’ somebody.

| think it’s a time where those senior executives are

flexing the rules, are being more flexible, and really
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empowering and trusting their people. Gallup have just
done some research around what followers are looking

for in their leaders. So, we could replace that by what line
managers are looking for in their executives right now. And

what they're looking for is four things.

The first thing they know they're looking for is they're
looking for trust. They want to know that they can trust the
leader, they can trust their executive member. And so those
executive members have got to be able to display and show

a degree of trust.

The second thing that followers are looking for, is they are
looking for hope. They just want that glimmer of hope. That
little Llight at the end of the tunnel, giving a sense of hope.

The third thing that they are looking for, is theyre looking
for stability. And with so much uncertainty right now,
executives and more senior people can’t give certainty to
everybody. But you can communicate in a way where you're

just bringing some stability.

And the fourth thing that they're looking for, is they're
looking for compassion. They're looking for compassion
from their leaders. And so, I'd be saying to those more
senior leaders, install stability, install hope, install trust,and

install compassion into your line management teams.

Will Archer

That’s a really good template for advice, Geoff, thank you.
We've discussed how organisations need to step up their
levels of support towards mental health in the workplace
at this time, but would you like to see more done at a
government level also?

Geoff McDonald

| think the best the government can do right now, because
of this pandemic, which has been completely unexpected,
the best the government can do is make sure that the
support services are in place for people who require
support and help when it comes to a mental ill health
condition and they should be beefing that up, they should
be investing in it and making sure that those support

services are in place.

But I think workplaces have got a huge degree of
accountability as well. And for me, the workplaces | think

should be working to more proactively enhance the health



of people,and to take more accountability. | think that
workplaces have got a responsibility to begin to invest in
resources that will enhance the health of their people.

So organisations are already making efforts to do this,
such as a gym membership or ride to work scheme. But
what are organisations doing to teach people about

the importance of sleep, the importance of recovery, the
importance of nutrition, and running training courses on
these topics? What are organisations doing to make sure
that they are giving advice to their employees around
financial matters, financial security, financial budgeting
and giving their employees some training and some

support in terms of financial wellbeing?

Could organisations be doing more right now in running
some training courses for their employees around
constructive relationships and having good relationships
at work? | think there’s resources around providing
employees with apps around mindfulness or meditation.
And then finally, | think organisations should be investing

Will Archer

Will Archer is Director & Co-Founder of the Collaboration
Network. Will is passionate about mental health awareness
and has campaigned for greater awareness through
fundraising support of the Samaritans and Mind UK.
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more in creating a sense of purpose beyond the numbers
within an organisation, and to be saying to their employees,
you work for us, because this is what we try to do in

the world - we try to make it a better place. And this is
where we are contributing, and this is our purpose as an

organisation.

So, yes, the government right now has got a role to play. And
absolutely, | think the real need is around support services.
But I'd like to see organisations, enhancing people’s health
and taking accountability for that so that we don’t have

to rely on the NHS and all these support services into the
future. Because guess what, by people going to work, their

lives are being enhanced, rather than being diminished.

Will Archer

Geoff, as always that’s brilliant. Thank you for your insight.
We look forward to hosting you on 3rd December as we
re-visit mental health and wellbeing in the workplace on a

special Collaboration Webinar.
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Geoff McDonald

Geoff McDonald is an international campaigner and
Keynote speaker for mental health in the workplace.
Formely a VP at Unilever for 25 years, Geoff is on a mission
to help organistions across the world view the health of
their employees as a strategic priority. Geoff is Co-Founder
of Minds@Work and is the Mental Health Ambassador to
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Regulated Markets
Customer Service Specialist

Unconscious bias is not normally a phrase you hear
mentioned at customer service events. In fact, I'm not sure
I've ever heard it mentioned, and yet it's something that
everyone one of us has, lives with and works with.

It's a phrase we normally associate with recruitment,
internal promotion/development processes and managing
staff — with any training reserved for the people carrying
out those activities.

But unconscious bias is something we need to be very
aware of - not just because it can have an impact on
the people we recruit into our teams — but because it
can have an impact on the decisions we make and our
response to the customer’s we're dealing with.

Everyone has unconscious biases. Unconscious bias
happens by our brains making incredibly quick judgments
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and assessments of people and situations without us

realising.

Our biases are influenced by our background, cultural
environment and personal experiences. We may not even
be aware of these views and opinions or be aware of their
full impact and implications. And it can have an impact on
our decisions and actions without us even realising it.
Unconscious bias occurs when people favour others

who look/sound like them and/or share their values.

For example, a person may be drawn to someone with a
similar educational background, from the same area, or

who is the same colour or ethnicity as them.

The thing about unconscious bias is that behaviour which
reinforces the bias is noticed, while behaviour which does
not is ignored. This reinforcement is how decisions based
on unconscious bias are justified - because what we've



noticed supports what we already (think) we know.

Just to repeat. Everyone has unconscious biases. The
brain receives information and uses shortcuts to speed
up decision making — and unconscious bias is a by-
product of that action. There are times when this sort of
quick decision-making is incredibly useful, for example,
when you find yourself face to face with a very unhappy
elephant.

“Unconscious bias, by its
very nature, is silent and
unassuming. And yet its
Impact and effects can
be significant and long
lasting.”

However, this doesn’t work so well when we start making
snap judgements about the customers we're talking
to (and it works both ways - customers can make snap

judgements about us too).

Unconscious bias, by its very nature, is silent and
unassuming. And yet its impact and effects can be
significant and long lasting. And if it’s twinned with our
very human ability to make assumptions about each other,
based on where we live, our job, our accent or our name, it
can often lead us, very unhelpfully, to putting two and two
together and making five.

So, bearing in mind that people aren’t always aware

of their unconscious biases, or their impacts and
implications, how do you ensure (as much as you can)
that unconscious bias isn’t having an impact on customer
outcomes?

The first thing is that everyone needs to know that:

e We all have unconscious biases

e Itis natural and unintended

e It can affect the decisions we make if it’s left
unchecked, and

e We can learn to mitigate the effects (with the right
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training)

The second thing is management information and

having good demographic data about your customers.
This will help Quality Assurance colleagues to be able

to run checks, to ensure that all customers are being
treated fairly and that there aren’t any customers who are
inadvertently being treated differently or falling by the
wayside.

Caroline Wells

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 requlated industries.

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.

www.differentpetal.co.uk
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Sarah Lawrence
Financial Services Complaints Expert

It's no coincidence that | find myself writing about fairness
again, nor is it mere happenstance that when we ran our
mini-workshop on the latest Collaboration Webinar that
we focused on fairness. For me, it's become an increasingly
valuable commodity in what has seemingly become an
unfairer world.

What am | referring opaquely to? The FCA’s latest guidance
called ‘Mortgages and Coronavirus: Additional Guidance
for Firms’. Before you roll your eyes, think ‘irrelevant to me’
and skip on to the next article, let me explain why this is
something you need to be aware of. Even if youre not ‘in
mortgages, it pays to know that usually the FCA will issue
guidance on mortgages first and then the rest will follow

afterwards, so you can see where I'm coming from.
So what though?
Let me just synopsise the guidance for you,and then I'll

explain why I'm concerned, not just for customers, but also
businesses at large. Basically, the FCA has removed the

blanket guidance from 31 October, informing businesses
that they will need to move back to a more ‘tailored
support’ This not only means being able to identify people
in financial difficulties, but also offering short or long-
term support based on the customer’s circumstances,
sometimes when there is little information available.

“Customers need help, nothing
has changed for them and, in
fact, many people who have
struggled before this point
will find their circumstances
worsening.’

There’s more, obviously, a lot more, but | wanted to keep
this focused on the issue of complaints, because with this



guidance, comes some serious considerations in terms

of what this could mean for those in consumer credit,
banking, insurance...pretty much all parts of the financial
services industry. This guidance highlights some serious
issues for all of us that need to be considered and the

potential impact on complaints.

What does this mean for complaints then?

Parking for one moment the fact that I'm already
nervously eyeing the horizon for the perfect storm
brewing, this guidance does nothing to really help
businesses minimise and protect themselves against

complaints.

| sat discussing this with Caroline Wells the other day and
we started listing where we think complaints are coming
from and why. We were at this a while (yes, we're available
for entertainment at parties, celebrations of all kinds and
after dinner speaking...), but the underlying issue under

all the ‘whys’ for me, was one of fairness.

Complaint pinch point 1

Let’s start with the obvious issues here. Customers need
help, nothing has changed for them and, in fact, many
people who have struggled before this point will find
their circumstances worsening. This means increasing
contact with businesses to ask for help and support, which
puts pressure on staff, communication channels and
higher chances of things going pear-shaped.

Complaint pinch point 2

Some businesses still haven’t got to grips with getting
all of their communications channels back up to full
capacity. That’s right, six months into Covid, and there are
still issues with accessibility to a real person over the
phone or by mail. The FCA has made it clear that this isn’t
acceptable, and customers will also not be happy if they
need assistance before their next payment is due and

can’'t get it.
Complaint pinch point 3
If there’s an increased need for assistance then that

means more staff are needed, increasing the chances

of cross-skilling or resourcing from other areas. The

guidance mentions this, but then also states that staff
must be trained adequately for this work, all while they

may still be working remotely.
Complaint pinch points 4

And finally, some of the short-term solutions to support
people through these issues, will come with long term
ripple effects. If a customer has missed repayments and
these are added to the balance of their loan, then that will
have an impact for the remainder of their product and

possibly beyond.

“Something that isn’t really
addressed in this guidance
Is how fair this feels to
customers.”’

What'’s the solution?

As you'd expect there is no magic bullet for this situation,
or in fact the likely ripple effect that this type of guidance
has on all areas of the finance industry, but there are some
ways to make it easier for yourself, and they all come back
to fairness:

e Get a process in place that sets out what options
you're able to offer customers in certain situations.
This means youre not only being fair and consistent
to customers, but you're also supporting your staff.
Because it'll help them get to grips with customer
issues quickly at the front line, supporting those that
fall into the main patterns of financial difficulties

you’re going to see.

e Secondly, reduce the likelihood of customers needing
to contact your frazzled frontline staff, by ensuring
that your communication with your customers is on
point. If you're getting asked a lot of questions about
how long it takes to change a repayment mortgage
to an interest-only one, make sure that information
is easily accessible on your website, in email
communications and in messages over the phone.

Keep it up to date and relevant. It’s only fair on your



staff that you try to lessen their load.

e Thirdly, make sure you're supporting your staff
emotionally. Not only are your frontline staff going to
be receiving a lot of additional flak from customers that
are struggling themselves, they are also going to be
under increasing pressure dealing with those emotions
and increased calls. Nothing will generate a complaint
quicker than a customer who feels they aren’t getting

good service.

e Lastly, make sure youre covering yourselves. If people
are accepting extreme solutions to this issue, like
converting their mortgage repayment method or
having missed repayments compounded on to their
loan balance, you need to make sure you communicate
the long-term impact of that during that conversation
and in writing, in different formats and in clear English.
It’s the fair thing to do, so everyone knows where they
stand, and you've covered yourself.

As an industry we're going to have to manage the move
from a situation where a customer has had blanket support,
to one where they are now expected to do more to get help
delicately. Something that isn’t really addressed in this
guidance is how fair this feels to customers.

The likelihood of a complaint is going to increase if a
customer perceives that something that was available now
no longer is, especially if it comes without warning. This, of
course, will result in increased complaints across the board,
absolutely no question. But, by focusing on what is fair,
means that you’ll be able to see where a customer is likely
to feel they’'ve not been treated fairly and change your
process accordingly.
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Price, Quality & Reviews:

Are Consumers Getting the Best Deals?

James Daley
Financial Ethics Champion

The internet has made it easier to shop around for
almost everything over the past two decades - improving
competition and driving down prices as a result.

But when markets become intensely price competitive, the
consequences for consumers are not always universally
positive. Lower margins often drive companies to cut
quality, or to use their loss-leaders as a gateway to get
customers to overpay for other products.

In this environment, it's important that consumers also
have a way to choose businesses on quality, allowing
those who want to invest in their products and services to
be rewarded even if they are charging higher prices.

When it comes to things like food or drink, it's easy to
make a judgement as to whether something is sufficiently
high quality to justify a higher price than the rest of the
market. For the most part, supermarket products are small
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ticket items we buy on a reqular basis - so paying a little
extra to find out whether a new more expensive brand
offers better quality is a fairly low risk exercise.

But in markets where purchases or switches are made
infrequently - for example, big ticket household items
like TVs or Fridges, or services such as energy and bank
accounts - it can be hard to determine who offers great

quality or service.

As a result, consumers often end up defaulting to price as
the most important factor - which may prove to be a false
economy. Buy cheap, buy twice as the old saying goes.

In the world of consumer electricals and other household
goods, review sites like Which? try and provide a way of
competing on quality - putting products through rigorous
testing.



But as more and more different types of electrical
products are launched, companies like Which? have their
work cut out. Which? may have the resources to review
laptops and washing machines, but it’'s never going to

be able to review disco balls, toy robots or the growing
number of other lower ticket electrical items available on
the web.

As things stand, consumers are left to make their
decisions on quality based on Amazon reviews - which are
almost always gamed. It's not uncommon to be offered a
bribe to leave a positive review, or a bribe to take down a
negative one - rendering most reviews on shopping sites

completely useless.

In my world of financial services, comparison sites have
never quite cracked the challenge of helping consumers

understand what good quality looks like.

“It’s in everyone’s interests
that consumers have access
to reliable and independent
reviews which can help show
who offers genuinely good
quality and service - and who
doesn't.”

Their research tells them that consumers care more
about price - and want to spend as little time as possible
shopping around for products. As a result, the sites are
optimised for these two factors — and the inevitable race
to the bottom on quality has become a real problem.

Most comparison sites do have some kind of lens on
quality - but invariably, almost all the companies and
products end up being rated at 4 or 5 stars. And there’s a
reluctance from comparison sites to give a more realistic
and starker picture, lest it upsets the providers whose
products they are distributing.

It's an issue that regulators desperately need to take
another look at. The CMA did a small piece of work
looking at the issue of fake reviews a few years ago — but

it didn’t result in any real action.

Since then, the issues of fake reviews have got even worse.
And even the more legitimate review sites are building
their businesses around helping companies stack the deck

in their favour.

If you ask the right questions at the right time, it's easy
to get whatever answer youre looking for. The best time
to ask someone if they’re happy with their service or
product, for example, is one minute after they’ve bought
it. At that time, no one’s going to say they're unhappy - as
they've just persuaded themselves that this was the right

company to hand their money over to.

It's in everyone’s interests that consumers have access to
reliable and independent reviews which can help show
who offers genuinely good quality and service — and who
doesn’t. It's the only way we can stem the race to the
bottom on price and allow those companies who invest in

quality and service to be rewarded.

James Daley

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.

www.fairerfinance.com
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Customer service 1S
now more) complex

By James Walker & Mark Bailey

Consciously or subconsciously organisations are forced
to make a rational judgement to balance the equation of
the cost of customer service versus the level of loyalty
achieved through delivering it. In “normal” times, on the
assumption that the organisation has determined this
equilibrium and achieved it, the inevitable next request
will be to increase the efficiency by which it is delivered
and to reduce the costs of doing so.

Leaving aside the impact of addressing root cause issues,
it will come as no surprise to you that the efficiency
variables in customer service delivery boil down to two
key areas - people and the technology they and their

customers use.

When operations achieve scale, the fastest traditional
route to cost cutting has been to outsource. When the
loyalty requirement from customer services is less
important to an organisation, this has typically involved
moving services offshore to South Africa, India, the
Philippines and other lower cost economies. Broadly, this
saves a business 30% but it often comes at the cost of
lower customer satisfaction particularly if delivered via
the voice channel. Enterprise level technology solutions
are usually painstakingly chosen through a tender
selection process over a considerable period of time and

may require a similar timescale to implement.

This broad-brush approach has, quite rightly, been seen
by more progressive organisations as too much of a
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one size fits all model, failing to take into account that
person on the other end of the customer service - the
customer - singular. These organisations have been
steadily looking to tailor their engagements to offer more
choice of methods of engagement and they recognise that
different skill sets are needed for different people and

circumstances.

“COVID-19 has seen
everything underpinning the
cost vs loyalty equilibrium
blown out of the water’

OK, so nothing too controversial at this point - but then we
get hit with a worldwide pandemic. If you hadn’t noticed,
everything has changed, with the “new normal” this month
different to the “new normal” last month,and on so many
levels, and we can expect this to continue to evolve
further.

COVID-19 has seen everything underpinning the cost vs
loyalty equilibrium blown out of the water. Operational
service delivery models have had to radically alter

with a shift from working in the office to working at
home, taking into account the increased pressures on

employees in caring for young and old and deploying



and weeks instead of months and years. If this becomes
part of the stable new normal, organisation costs are
radically reduced and if this is combined with a more risk
adverse business outlook with increased concerns over
the reliability of international services, we can expect a
trend towards onshoring. This offers opportunities for
businesses to improve customer satisfaction and to drive
job growth in the UK economy.

“The equilibrium of the cost James Walker

H James is Non-Executive Director of the Collaboration
Vs loya lty ec:] Y atl O n nee d > Network. Over the past decade James has helped
careful consideration’” transform the consumer engagement landscape through

founding Resolver, the largest independent customer
service platform in the UK.
But what of the customer - singular? They have changed

too and are continuing to change. They have been He is also an advisor to HM and the Scottish Government,
forgiving of customer service delays and challenges as well as a number of consumer protection bodies. James
due to COVID-19. Hands up if you think that is still the has extensive experience of the telecoms, software, digital
case? Nope. They are now demanding the same level and retail markets, having ran innovation for the likes of
of service they experienced before and they are facing Kingfisher Plc, Belgacom in the UK and CACI.

increasing financial and mental health pressures under
the shadow of the pandemic that is not going anywhere in
for the foreseeable future. Hurried changes in process to
get things working are not acceptable if that comes with
a reduced quality of service or making it harder for the
customer to get the job done.

While we were at Resolver, we repeatedly saw that
customer effort - how easy you make it for your customers
to do business with you - is the key factor in customer
retention. And why is this so important now? Customers
have higher expectations, more cost pressure, potentially

more time, are more digitally engaged and have less

direct engagement and person to person loyalty factors,

. . . - . Mark Bai
particularly in choosing between similar services. In Bailey
a tough environment this could make the difference - Mark Bailey is the Co-Founder of Resolver and Director
survival is optional. and Co-Founder of the Collaboration Network.
ope . . .
The equilibrium of the cost vs. loyalty equation needs ln

careful consideration. Customer service is the future of
loyalty and we need to define strategies that optimise

engagement, customer loyalty and retention.
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Ciaran Harkin
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Building an Award-Winning
Approach to Disputes

We were incredibly proud to win two awards earlier this
year at the UK Complaint Handling Awards, particularly
being amongst so many big household names. What was
interesting for QASSS was, despite the huge amount

of knowledge around complaints, there was much less
awareness of our world of Alternative Dispute Resolution
(or ADR for short). So I'd like to share with you more
about the world of ADR, how we operate,and some of
our learnings that can also cross-over into complaint

handling.

QASSS has been operating in the home improvement,
renewable energy and consumer protection sectors for
just over a decade now. We are a CTSI (Chartered Trading
Standards Institute) Approved ADR Provider which
effectively means we are audited annually and also
provide ongoing reporting to ensure that we continue to

fulfil our obligations as an ADR body.

Dispute resolution is a core service, but more recently, we
have moved into claims management on behalf of banks
and insurers, and outsourced complaint handling as a
result of the lessons we have learned through dispute

resolution.

To give you an overview of dispute resolution, ADR
kicks in after a complaint reaches a stage or a state of
deadlock.
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It's a landscape that was first introduced by law firms and
one that can quite often be notorious for the length of
time that it takes to resolve things, which is something
that we wanted to challenge at QASSS, and hence why

we named our award entry - ‘Resolution Revolution’!

“QASSS achieved an average
dispute resolution time of just
2 days - that’s 40 x quicker
than the UK average!”

The home improvement and renewable energy sectors
do not have a great reputation and I'm sure you’ll have
heard of cowboy rogue traders. The Citizens Advice
Bureau receives nearly 60,000 complaints about home
improvement issues each year, second only to used cars.
The cost to consumers of unresolved problems in the
sector is also staggering at an estimated £4.5 billion per
year.And even closer to home, most people will have
either experienced or know somebody who has had an

issue with a trades-person at some time.

Here’s just one example of what customers can
experience when things go wrong. Meet Hazel who was
experiencing ongoing issues with a renewable energy

installation:

“We had a heat source system installed in 2018 because
we needed constant heat throughout the house, due to my

husband’s medical condition. | subsequently had a



with the system and had no heating or hot water whatsoever.

“I also found out through the planning department, that | did
not have the correctplanning permission, and they wantedme
to remove the heatpump.Whenltriedtocontacttheinstallers,we
foundout they had gone out of business. | panicked; | did not

know which way to turn...”

We’'ll revisit Hazel's story later but she is not alone. There
are thousands of cases like Hazel's across all demographics
where people find themselves in severe detriment and

do not know who to turn to. When they do eventually

find someone, they face a staggering average of 80 days

to resolve the dispute! Bearing in mind, this is after the
complaint phase which itself can take up to 28 days. So, all
in all, they could be looking at over 100 days+ to get their
problem resolved. Then, if the issue is not resolved at this
stage, they face further lengthy and costly litigation. The
whole experience for both parties, including the business,

is therefore pretty terrible.

So, our business strategy was very simple: we wanted to

be the trusted partner to the home improvement sector

by being number one for speed and quality of dispute
resolution services. Our focus was on reducing our average
resolution time whilst maintaining quality standards and
impartiality. From a customer or business point of view,
this also saves them both further stress and cost. And by
challenging the sector and increasing awareness of ADR as
a better alternative to litigation, that also increases sector

confidence and spend.

We set ourselves a target to reduce the time to resolve
disputes from 16 to 5 working days within 12 months.
So, for us, that was a 320% improvement on our own
standards (which were already ahead of the industry
average of 80 days). And the outcome - we achieved our
target and in fact exceeded it and within nine months,
reducing our average dispute resolution time to just 2

days.

And just as important as that number was, although we

were effectively 40x quicker than the average, it was just
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as important to maintain quality.

Qur satisfaction rates actually improved to over 90% which
also disproves the common belief that you cannot be quick
and maintain high quality standards. We also reached an
in- house resolution rate of 98.4% without the need to
refer to the Ombudsman or ultimately to court,thus saving

the potential of even more time, money and stress.

“Our business strategy was
very simple: we wanted'to
be the'trusted partner to the
home improvement sector,
and be number one for
speed and quality of dispute
resolution services.

And from a business point of view, we actually acquired
new business from different channels including large
banks who appointed QASSS to deal with backlogs

of disputes and ongoing claims. We also increased

the number, of tradespeople and home improvement
companies we worked with which for me was great,
because having a larger member base, enabled us to
ultimately protect more consumers.

But we're in the numbers rather than real-life, so let’s

revisit Hazel's story:

“I'looked through my paperwork and found a guarantee

from QASSS. | contacted them and they were brilliant - they
helped calm me down and took the pressure off and said that
theywould do all they could to help. They sent a surveyor
straightaway to look at the system and through their help, |
now have a fully working heat pump with constant heat and
hot water. I'm 100% happy with the service and | am now

compliant with planning permission.”

This particular problem would have cost Hazel and her
husband approximately £5,000 if they had had to deal
with it themselves. And what was even more critical was

that her husband had COPD, which is a type of obstructive



lung disease categorised by long term breathing problems
from airflow. Any changes in temperature because of this
heat pump could have significantly affected his health,
which really shows just how important the work we do is,
particularly when consumers could be left living not only
in unhealthy conditions but potentially being thousands

of pounds out of pocket too.

“You need to develop your
own knowledge hub and
give your team fast access to
wider expertise to help them
find answers more quickly’

To achieve our project goals, we needed a multi-faceted
plan which included revised processes, data collation,
training and recruitment. However, the area | really
want to focus upon to share learnings is around our
engagement with stakeholders and how we used their
expertise and knowledge to help us reduce our average

dispute resolution times.

We work with a variety of stakeholders on a daily

basis including insurers, banks, manufacturers, traders,
manufacturers and consumer groups. This gives us quick
access to in-depth expertise to help us find a fair outcome

for both parties.

You cannot train somebody to know everything there is to
know within complex sectors such as home improvement
and renewable energy. But you can ensure that they have
a wide network of knowledgeable experts around them
who share the same values in resolving things quickly and
fairly - a ‘knowledge hub’ And this allows us to quickly get
to the crux of the matter and ultimately reach a fair and

quick resolution.

My background is the corporate world where the focus
was on the empowerment of employees, training,
continuous learning and having a self-serve portal or

similar to allow people to find answers for themselves.
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But actually, these things do pull quite a lot of
brainpower, and they do take time, energy and a lot of
investment. And although here at QASSS we have these
facilities in place, we recognised that to get better and
faster outcomes, we also needed to develop a knowledge
hub.

This also demonstrates another important point, which

is to always be the expert in your sector because it takes
a long time to get to a knowledge level where you can
really drive down resolution times. Too many times, teams
and companies expand into new sectors without having
the right foundations and if they get it wrong, it can go
horribly wrong. And not only will it impact the reputation
of your company, but it can potentially have a negative
impact on the perception and reputation of the wider
sector. Ongoing training and continuous learning are all
important but equally important is having that expert

knowledge hub around your team.

Its worth reiterating at this point that you can have
both speed and quality. It is a human metric that we as
consumers and businesses want everything faster - it’s
the way the world is now. And yet, we still come across

a mindset that you have to choose between speed or
quality. We've proved that you don’t and we believe you
should always strive to have the fastest resolution times
whilst ensuring quality and impartiality, which improves
the overall customer journey, saving time and also

potential stress.

And lastly, just to share developments since the awards,
which was also our last night out just before lockdown!
As you can imagine when COVID came, most home
improvement companies were no longer allowed to
enter consumers’ homes so the sector effectively shut
down. We also had to take a decision as to whether we
too turned off the lights hoping to come out at the other
end or whether we stayed open to continue to support
consumers and businesses with quick and fair dispute

resolution services.

Well, we did stay open and focused on innovation. I's safe



to say that given COVID, we had to adapt, innovate and

embrace new technology.

“The introduction of new
technology means that we
can continue to keep
customers, employees and
businesses safe during COVID
and do our bit to help the
environment and become a
more sustainable and agile
business.

As part of our strategy, we introduced image and video
capture so that consumers and businesses could upload
evidence in a swift and secure environment. We also
invested in live interview technology which meant our
ADR officers could see into consumer’s homes and view
issues live, whilst also having the ability to dial in experts

from our knowledge hub onto those live calls.

And we're certainly ambitious and with the introduction
of new technology, our next goal is to further reduce our

average dispute resolution times from days to just hours!

The introduction of new technology also means that

we can continue to keep customers, employees and
businesses safe during COVID and do our bit to help

the environment and become a more sustainable and
agile business. So if there was ever a story for embracing

technology!

But we’ve not stopped there. We’ve also developed a
new, 1st to market product to overcome financial barriers
(particularly prevalent at the moment) to accessing

good ADR, making it more affordable for businesses and
utilising our new advanced technology to ensure the

service is still super-quick and sustainable.
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We're extremely excited to launch soon and | hope to tell

you more in the coming weeks.

Ciaran Harkin

Ciaran Harkin is the Managing Director of QASSS who
were double award winners at the UK Complaint Handling
Awards 2020.
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Supporting People in Times of Crisis

By Adrian Simpson

SAMARITANS

We barely go for a few hours without hearing about the
economic and social effects of COVID-19 but what about
the effect it’s having on mental health in the workplace?

Workers are increasingly feeling isolated and alone and
having to adapt to new ways of working. It feels like the
days of chats by the water cooler and across the office are
a distant memory. Meetings and catch-ups are held on
pixelated screens rather than in person.

According to Government Statistics:
¢ More than two-thirds of adults in the UK (69%) report
feeling somewhat or very worried about the effect

COVID-19 is having on their life.

¢« The most common issues affecting wellbeing are worry
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about the future (63%), feeling stressed or anxious
(56%) and feeling bored (49%) source

As soon as lockdown started, we at Samaritans knew that
there would be a greater demand for our service. We were
pleased that the Government recognised Samaritans as
key workers meaning we could still get into our branch to
support our callers.

Due to strict social distancing and hygiene requirements
we had to change the layout and how the branch operates.
For example, we had to change our handover procedures
so only two volunteers were in the branch at any time. We
have also had to stop face to face contacts.

As soon as the pandemic started a lot of our calls were
from those who wanted to talk about how lonely they felt


https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/healthandwellbeing/bulletins/coronavirusandthesocialimpactsongreatbritain/5june2020

or how they feared for the future. Callers were experiencing
new and distressing feelings such as feeling ‘cut off’ from
society, family and friends as well as worries over money
and employment.

Throughout lockdown we’ve dealt with over half a million
contacts with 150,000 of them concerning feats around
COVID-19.

As employers there’s a lot we can do to support our

employees.

“We hope that by
exploring their feelings,
callers may not feel
quite so alone.”

For many of us it can be difficult to explain how we are
feeling, especially when it's a professional rather than
social relationship. Getting employees to open up can take
time and it involves the employee feeling able to trust their

employer.

There are many corporate schemes such as Mental Health
First Aid which can help but sometimes it’s just being able
to identify an employee in distress and having an open
conversation with them. Advising the employee that they

can talk openly without being judged can go a long way.

At the Samaritans we provide a safe space for those in
emotional distress to explore their feelings. We do not
judge, provide advice or tell people what to do.

We hope that by exploring their feelings, callers may not
feel quite so alone.

Despite common belief, you do not need to feel suicidal to
call us.We are open 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.

Samaritans can be contacted on 116 123 or
jo@samaritans.org.uk
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Adrian Simpson

Adrian Simpson is Director of Policy and Requlatory Affairs
at QASSS. He is also a Samaritans Volunteer at Medway,
Gravesham and Swale Samaritans.
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