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February 2020 – 46% of UK adults (24.1 million people)

October 2020 – 53% of UK adults (27.7 million people)

Proportion of UK adults displaying characteristics of vulnerability

Source: FCA Financial Lives 2020 survey
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Vulnerability is a key concern – now more than ever

A vulnerable customer is someone who, due to their personal circumstances, is especially 

susceptible to harm - particularly when a firm is not acting with appropriate levels of care.

Four drivers of vulnerability:

Health Life events
Low (financial) 

resilience
Capability

Source: FCA FG21/1 Guidance for firms on the fair treatment of vulnerable customers 
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Younger workers and mental health have been significantly impacted by COVID-19

• Increase in vulnerability driven by people experiencing negative life events, redundancy / 

reduced working hours, and low financial resilience

• Disproportionate impact of COVID-19 on those of working age: younger adults aged 18-34 

and self-employed have been hit hardest

• Results did not show significant overall increase in those saying they have a long-term health 

condition / illness impacting their day-to-day activities – though this may have changed since 
Oct 2020

• Significant increase in respondents highlighting a mental health condition or illness – 18% in 
Oct 2020 vs 12% in Feb 2020

Source: FCA Financial Lives 2020 survey



5

FCA has set out clear actions expected of firms to treat vulnerable customers fairly

Source: FCA FG21/1 Guidance for firms on the fair treatment of vulnerable customers
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Identify and respond to customer needs

Customer 

views

Colleague 

training and 

empowerment

Tech-enabled 

identification 

and monitoring

• Do customers recognise themselves as vulnerable – if not, how can we provide appropriate support?

• How comfortable do customers feel discussing potential needs with their financial services provider?

• Colleagues need appropriate training to recognise and respond to needs of vulnerable customers

• Empowerment is critical for front line colleagues to make appropriate decisions, and provide tailored support
• Clear guidelines and guardrails – incentivise colleagues on provision of good outcomes
• Provide support for colleagues dealing with challenging situations

• Use of tech to identify potential vulnerability e.g. voice analysis software

• Opportunities to interact and disclose information based on the customer’s preference e.g. availability of 
chatbots to facilitate disclosure of needs, pop-ups flagging that a human adviser is available

• Tools to empower customers to make their own decisions e.g. ability to turn off spending with specific merchant 

types such as gambling firms
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Fair treatment should run throughout the product lifecycle

• Target market 

consideration, and 
impacts of changes on 
vulnerable customers

• Focus groups / panels 
with vulnerable customers 

at development stage

• Engagement with 
specialist organisations 
regarding needs of 

vulnerable customers –
inclusive design

Idea generation
Product 

Development
Launch Review

• Consider distribution 
channels – can 
customers access 
products in their channel 
of choice?

• Channel suitability vs 
product complexity

• Digital design and content 
should be tested with 
focus groups / panels

• Accessibility by design

• Build in measures to 
assist customers e.g. 
fraud prevention controls 
up front

• Provide training for 

colleagues so they can 
explain the product and 
assist vulnerable 

customers 

• Ongoing monitoring at 

launch in all channels to 
ensure fair outcomes for 

customers

• Regular review of 

products and services to 
ensure they still meet the 
needs of vulnerable 

customers

• Product / service 

withdrawals – how will 
these impact vulnerable 

customers specifically?

• Assist vulnerable 

customers with finding 
alternative solutions, 

especially where potential 
for harm is greater
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Tailored support with clear, relevant communications

• Support and enable vulnerable customers to 

disclose their needs

• Colleagues should be trained to recognise 

and act on observable signs of vulnerability

• Deliver appropriate customer service that 

responds flexibly to these needs

• COVID-19 – importance of a flexible 

approach to support customers in challenging 
situations

• Tell consumers about specialist support 
available, including relevant third-party 
support 

• Consider vulnerability and capacity to make 
decisions when deciding how to treat 
consumers who have been victims of 
scams or fraud

• Systems and processes that support 

delivery of good customer service

• Firms should be able to note and retrieve 

informationabout a customer’s needs –
avoid customers having to repeat difficult 
information to multiple colleagues

• Ensure information and communications 

about products and services are presented in 
ways that are understandable

• Communication channels should take 
account of customer needs

• Consider a tailored approach to contacting 
specific customer groups
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Assess and adapt to continue providing good outcomes for 
vulnerable customers

• Organisational model

• Business organisation – centralised vs federated approach to handling vulnerable customers?

• Systems and processes – does the Bank have a joined-up view of how vulnerable customers are 

identified, considered and supported?

• Ongoing training for all colleagues, tailored to their role, with regular assessments to check understanding

• Monitoring and reporting

• Check individual cases – outcome testing, data analysis, case sampling

• Use existing knowledge / sampling outcomes to identify other potential cases of vulnerability

• Identify, communicate and monitor key metrics and data to track outcomes for vulnerable customers

• Learn from customer and colleague feedback
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Exciting opportunities for the industry, but will these benefit vulnerable customers?

• COVID-19 Vaccine rollout / end of lockdown may ease pressure 
on low financial resilience

• Increasing use of tech for banking: app functionality, ability to 
carry out a broad range of transactions without needing to 
interact with bank colleagues directly

• Shift to cashless society (contactless payments, PayPal, mobile 
wallet apps, international money transfers)

• End of furlough schemes / COVID government lending schemes 
– longer-term economic challenges ahead?

• Additional pressure on collections teams to identify and manage 
customer needs

• Digitally excluded or digitally cautious population – higher 
proportion of vulnerability

• Increased scams, propensity for fraud

• Branch closures coupled with low digital & financial literacy and 
understanding may further isolate vulnerable customers

• Cash remains a vital payment method for many – including the 
most vulnerable

Continue to consider the needs of vulnerable customers at all touchpoints, 

to ensure fair treatment for customers now and in the future


