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Data from FCA occasional paper no 8, 

“Customer vulnerability”, February 2015,

unless stated otherwise

The drivers of vulnerability

Vulnerability is a transient

state: customers can move 

in and out of circumstances 

that make them vulnerable

Definition of 
vulnerability has 

changed: 

We should consider 
vulnerability in terms 

of vulnerability 
situations, rather 
than vulnerable 

customers

Caring 
responsibilities:
6.5 m people in UK 

are carers. 
Projected to reach 

9 m by 2037

Living with 
dementia: 

800,000 people in 
UK now, expected 
to double over next 

40 years

Disability: 16% 
of working age 
adults have a 

disability

Unemployment: 
In May 2015 there 
were 1.85 million 

unemployed people 
in the UK (ONS)

Savings: Almost 
half of adults do not 

have enough 
savings to cover 

unexpected bill of 
£300

Literacy: One in 
seven adults has 
literacy skills that 
are expected of a 
child aged 11 or 

below

Internet: Of the 
7.1m adults in the 
UK that had never 
used the internet in 
May 2013, over half 
were disabled and 
nearly half were 

over 75 years old

Old age: More 
than 1.4 m people in 
UK are aged 85 or 
over. Expected to 
double in next 20 
years, and nearly 
treble in next 30 

years
Mental illness: 
In any given year 
one in four adults 

experiences at least 
one mental disorder

Bereavement: 
In 2014 more than 

500,000 deaths 
were registered in 

England and Wales 
(ONS) 

Cancer: Every 2 

minutes someone in 
the UK is diagnosed 
with cancer. By 2020 

half the UK population 
can expect to be 

diagnosed with cancer 
at some point in their 

lives
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Affordability and debt 2014 – 15: key findings

Ofwat’s report, 

‘Affordability and debt 

2014-15’, published in 

December 2015, 

aimed to inform the 

work of policy and 

decision makers to 

address affordability 

issues and water debt 

for household 

customers in England 

and Wales
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Getting to know your customers

A pro-active approach to building strong 

relationships will lead to an in-depth 

understanding of customer circumstances

Understanding the drivers of vulnerability 

for your customer base

“Vulnerable customers” should not be 

treated as a separate group

Flexible, bespoke and inclusive service 

arrangements should be part of standard 

customer service for ALL customers

Innovative approaches and partnership 
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Investors 

investing

Driving 

improvements

Customers, environment and society

Trust and confidence

#trustinwater

Partnership

Openness

Honesty

Learning

Leading
Performance oversight

Customer assurance

Safety net

Clear and predictable action

Water quality

Resilience

Value for money

Customer service

Outcomes focused

Strong relationships

Investment

Regulatory framework

Trust and confidence



Changing needs in a 

changing economy

Hugh Stickland 

Chief Economist

Citizens Advice

@CABHugh 



Reasons to be cheerful 



●UK plc is growing faster than any G7 nation

●There are more people in work than ever before

●Unemployment is at an 11 year low

●Wages are growing at 2 per cent 

●Inflation is on the floor - we are feeling richer

●Interest rates remain ultra-low

●The long-term economic plan 

●Hard working families

●Britain is paying down its debt

Reasons to be cheerful (if you don’t like charts) 



However…  



Reasons to be cautious 



●Growth is uneven, heavily reliant on service sector

●Many of the jobs created are insecure, Zero Hours Contracts

●The housing market is overheating - rents are following suit

●Pay cuts and freezes are still widespread 

●Private household debt is creeping back to crisis levels

●Global slowdown? China, US, Eurozone 

●Bank of England revising down growth

●Impact of welfare reforms focused on poor

Reasons to be cautious (if you don’t like charts) 



Differences between averages…  

Average wages are increasing, 

especially in the private sector

CPI inflation is zero

Spending power therefore increasing

▶ Office for National Statistics: Monthly wages and salaries survey, 

Jan 2016



... and distributions 

▶ Resolution Foundation: Who’s been getting a pay rise? 2015

Averages are terrible 

descriptors of the distribution

20% saw a pay cut last year

20% a pay freeze

20% below inflation

40% driving the growth in the 

average up



Some challenges to your customers… and staff?   

▶ IFS: National Living Wage and Tax and Benefit changes 2015  



Impact on Citizens Advice Water debt issues  

▶ UKWIR: Welfare Reform and its impact on the collection of water charges 2015  



Impact on your customers and paying their bills  

▶ UKWIR: Welfare Reform and its impact on the collection of water charges 2015  



All part of the changing nature of debt   

▶ Citizens Advice: Advice Trends, June 2015

& Citizens Advice: The state of debt collection, Jan 2016  



▶ Citizens Advice: Unsecured and Insecure 2015  



A final thought…    



Caroline Newby 

Partnerships Manager

Alzheimer’s Society

Ofwat Vulnerability Focus Report Launch

18 February 2016

Non-financial 
vulnerability: a charity 
perspective



What makes an individual ‘vulnerable’ 
for the water industry?

Potential 
vulnerability

Insufficient 
support

Impairment 
preventing an 

individual engaging 
in the ‘normal’ way

Low level of 
industry policy 
and response

Customer 
inability or 

disinclination to 
act

Lack of 
understanding or 

awareness by 
staff



How could this affect someone’s 
experience with a water provider?

Bills and 
payments

Communication 
problems

Poor customer 
service

Third party experience 
and reputation



How can these issues
be overcome?

• Knowing your customer’s needs

• Having processes in place to provide additional 
support

• Providing adequate training for staff

• Learning from best practice both within the 
water sector and further afield



Email: caroline.newby@alzheimers.org.uk 

T: 0207 423 5167 M: 07483 926 188

www.alzheimers.org.uk

Contact details and 
further information



Matt Vaughan Wilson

Partnerships Manager

Money Advice Trust

Ofwat Vulnerability Focus Report Launch

18 February 2016

From financial 

difficulty to 

consumer 

vulnerability 



Consumer vulnerability, as now
understood, is a broad and
challenging area

What can we learn from past
experience?

What can we draw from work on
financial difficulty, affordability and
mental health?

From financial difficulty to consumer 

vulnerability 



Debt and mental health
Significant links between debt and mental health - in both 
directions

Research in 2010 highlighted issues and experiences of 
creditor staff on this issue

- Low customer disclosure rates – barriers to disclosure
- Lack of staff knowledge and skills
- Lack of staff confidence
- Issues around informed consent and third parties

Guidance, training and tools (drills such as TEXAS, IDEA, 
CARERS) have been developed to support staff



Customer
conversations
are key



Complex 

issues can 

be made 

manageable



Email: matthew.vaughanwilson@moneyadvicetrust.org 

T: 0121 410 6263 M: 07769 166 533

www.moneyadvicetrust.org
www.vulnerability.training 

Contact details and 

further information
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Views of vulnerability: 

British Standard for Inclusive 
Service Provision

David Bell, Director of Standards Policy
18 February 2016

Copyright © 2016 BSI. All rights reserved.
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Pioneering standard developed by BSI & public interest bodies  

BS18477 Inclusive Service Provision

Copyright © 2016 BSI. All rights reserved.

 Complements Customer 
Service & Web 
Accessibility standards

 Defines vulnerability 

 Highlights triggers and 
risk factors  

 Procedures, processes & 
staff to respond to 
vulnerability by providing 
a flexible service
that meets individual 
needs.
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BS18477 Inclusive Service Provision

British Standard definition
of consumer vulnerability

Copyright © 2016 BSI. All rights reserved.
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How organisations are using BS18477

BS18477 Inclusive Service Provision

Copyright © 2016 BSI. All rights reserved.

• Real scenarios & examples 

• Recommended for use by Citizens 
Advice, FCA, FOS and Ofgem

• Supported by compliance audits

• Expected to be updated in 2016
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David Bell

Director of Standards Policy

david.bell@bsigroup.com

020 8996 6347
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Ofwat’s vulnerability focus report and practitioners’ pack

Margaréta Serfőző-Matharu, Principal, Strategy & Policy, Ofwat

Dr Charlotte Duke, Director, London Economics

18 February 2016

#InclusiveWater2016 
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Broaden understanding and stimulate interest and debate 

around vulnerability – customer vulnerability

Enable Ofwat to create a framework that encourages and 

enables companies to better identify and support customers in 

circumstances that make them vulnerable

Help those working in the sector to better identify these 

customers, enabling companies to target the appropriate 

package of support to those who need it

Provide practical help and resources to companies in 

developing, implementing and shaping their vulnerability policies 

and strategies

Research aims 
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Desk-based review

Published academic, 

policy reports and grey 

literature on ‘what is 

vulnerability’

Definitions

Drivers

Triggers

Water company business 

plans for PR14

Water company 

submissions to Ofwat 

affordability report 2015

Water UK Vulnerability 

Innovation Hub

Interviews

Approaches to defining 

vulnerability

Indicators of vulnerability 

including long-term 

vulnerability 

Best practices when 

dealing with customers in 

vulnerable situations

What good practice may 

look like

Focus groups

Identification of key:

Triggers/signals

Barriers to identification 

and support

Possible solutions

Role of different 

organisations in provision 

of solutions

Integration 

Development of 

supporting research report 

for integration into Ofwat report

What is vulnerability?

Proposed trigger point 

approach to identification

Barriers

What good may look like

Practices reported to work well

Research approach 



Trust in water 42

Key findings - Ofwat’s vulnerability focus 

report 2016
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Part 2: Sharing good practice
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Part 2: Sharing good practice – briefing

G1 Good practice in customer care and engagement 

G2 Good practice in data gathering and sharing 

G3 Good practice in creating partnerships

G4 Culture change issues and support options 

G5 Ofwat research and regulatory approach
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Part 2: Sharing good practice – briefing

‘Open space’ / market stall style

Process and timing

1 hour total time

Listen – contribute if you wish – move on at any time

Suggestion: visit two to four groups

Leaders will repeat their case study input two or three times in the hour as groups ‘refresh’

Time remaining announcements at 30, 15 and five minutes

Considerations

Brief contributions – not lectures!

Keep groups to maximum 20 (10 seated, 10 standing)

Reflection questions to consider

What have you heard before? 

What was new?

Where is the opportunity for the greatest impact across the industry?

What are the next steps for your organisation?
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Part 3: Reflection
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Looking forward to PR19

Georgina Mills, Director, Ofwat

18 February 2016

#InclusiveWater2016 
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CCGs

Companies tested 

acceptance of their 

plans directly with 

customers

Companies engaged 

with over 250,000 

customers

Customer 

Challenge 

Groups (CCGs) 

scrutinised 

companies’ 

proposals

Companies based 

their outcomes and 

service level 

commitments on 

customer 

engagement 

Customer engagement in PR14 – what does good look like?

Companies, with crucial 

input from CCGs, made 

significant improvements 

in their customer 

engagement at PR14.

This resulted in plans that 

better reflect customers’ 

priorities, needs and 

requirements.   

Where next for PR19?

Independent

CCG 

reporting to 

Ofwat

Included 

experts, 

representatives 

and other 

regulators
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Customer engagement in PR19 – what does good look like?

Companies drawing on a rich evidence base to develop a genuine understanding of their customers’ 

needs, requirements and willingness to pay

For example, cross checking and sense checking evidence drawing on a range of techniques (such 

as stated and revealed preference techniques) and a range of sources (including information 

obtained through day-to-day interaction with customers, e.g. complaints)

Ongoing, 

continual 

process

Two-way dialogue, focussed on 

educating and informing as well 

as seeking feedback

Greater focus on longer-term 

issues, including resilience.  Less 

emphasis on 5-year regulatory cycle

Clear appetite across the business to understand the 

(potentially distinct) needs and requirements of different 

types of customers

Potentially 

involving 

customers in the 

design and 

delivery of 

solutions 

Understanding and responding to customers’ needs and 

requirements key to building legitimacy and trust.  

Companies must own the relationship with their customers.  

Our role is to inform, incentivise, encourage and enable 

good quality customer engagement.
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Understanding the needs and requirements of different types of customers 

Clear appetite across the business to understand the (potentially 

distinct) needs and requirements of different types of customers, 

including customers in circumstances that make them vulnerable

Understanding and responding to the needs and requirements of customers 

will also involve understanding and responding to the - potentially distinct -

needs and requirements of customers in circumstances of vulnerability. 

Excellent customer service will involve an inclusive service for all.  

Understanding the needs and requirements of different types of customers 
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Today’s report is intended to help companies further improve their customer 

engagement by providing some guidance - without being prescriptive – on the following:

• What does vulnerability really mean in the context of the water sector?

• What are the potential triggers that might indicate a customer is - or is about to 

become - vulnerable?

• What examples of good / innovative practice currently exist - both inside and outside 

the sector?

Proposed CCG role at PR19 is to challenge and assure: the quality of customer 

engagement; and the degree to which the results are reflected in the company’s plan. 

Today’s report is also intended to help CCGs challenge companies’:

• Overall approach to delivering a customer-focused service; 

• Including, their approach to understanding and responding to the needs and 

requirements of customers in circumstances that make them vulnerable.

Delivering enhanced customer engagement at PR19
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Closing comments 

Jonson Cox, Chairman,  Ofwat

18 February 2016

#InclusiveWater2016 
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www.ofwat.gov.uk

Twitter.com/Ofwat

Thank you and questions


