
 

How do you support and 
identify vulnerable clients?
Recognising signs of vulnerability is essential for advisers when dealing with clients who require financial 
support, because vulnerability can take different forms and anyone can be affected. It can be challenging 
to identify vulnerable clients, but knowing how to communicate with them and manage their needs 
effectively, will improve their overall experience and wellbeing. 

Who is a vulnerable client?
People are living longer and technology is constantly evolving, resulting in older people being more 
susceptible to vulnerability. Identifying a vulnerable customer isn’t as simple as considering their  
age however – vulnerability can take many forms, including ill-health, literacy or financial capability.

Our Customer Experience team recognises the impact this may have on customers and the importance  
of knowing how to identify vulnerability. Here they share some of their top tips and how you can support 
them with your advice process while focusing on what’s the financial, physical or emotional impact for  
your clients.

Things to look out for How you can help

Clients displaying 
memory problems

	● Asking a number of questions that they 
should know the answer to

	● Asking for details of their policy that they 
should have agreed when setting it up

	● Repeating themselves when trying to 
make a point.

Try and speak slowly and take your time with 
the client to reduce their stress levels and allow 
them to collect their thoughts; offer to provide 
the information in writing, while staying involved 
with the conversation. Bodies who could 
support your clients are National Dementia 
Helpline, Which? Guide to Memory Problems 
and Age UK

Clients explaining they 
are in ill health/a family 
member is ill 

Often with these cases a client will make  
it clear that they are in ill health, therefore 
their vulnerability will be determined by 
what they require from their adviser. The 
behaviour they display can vary depending 
on their emotional situation, such as signs  
of depression or panic. 

Use your expertise and knowledge to ensure the 
client is making the right decision; stay calm and 
collected and show them you have their best 
interest at heart – they need to feel safe and 
protected. Bodies who can support your clients 
include NHS Choices, who offer a helpline for 
members seeking emotional support.

Clients with mental 
capacity limitations

Clients who suffer from bipolar disorder, 
Parkinson’s disease, dementia, Alzheimer’s 
etc, may struggle to process complicated 
information with lots of numbers and 
terminology. They may repeat their  
questions a number of times or struggle  
to communicate their concerns.  

Adopt an understanding manner, make sure 
you repeat your questions clearly and slowly; 
avoid using jargon or abbreviations that they 
wouldn’t understand; always double check if 
they are comfortable with the progress of things 
and understand the decisions they are making. 
It’s important for advisers to be aware of the 
Mental Capacity Act principles. Bodies who  
can support your clients are Parkinson’s UK  
and Alzheimer’s Society.

Clients of old age/
expression of loneliness 

Clients who want to stay on the phone for 
a long period of time but don’t necessarily 
have any questions related to their financial 
planning; clients who openly state they don’t 
have anyone to turn to and are lonely.

As an adviser you may be the only person that 
the client will speak to in an entire day, so stay 
patient, friendly and show them you care about 
their circumstances. Bodies who can support 
your clients - Age UK is best for older people  
to talk to when dealing with loneliness.
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Things to look out for How you can help

Clients with hearing/
sight impairments

Often with these cases a client will 
ensure you are aware of their hearing or 
sight impairments, so you can make any 
necessary arrangements to support them  
in the best possible way.

There are a number of things you can do to 
support your clients, for example offer large 
print and braille documents. Be mindful when 
speaking on the phone to a client with sight 
impairments that you don’t ask them to take  
an action which will cause them difficulties  
and become a stressful experience. Clients  
will often have a next of kin or a friend that  
will help them with their financial affairs,  
so consider this when setting up calls.  
Bodies who can support your clients further  
– RNIB Scope charity can be contacted  
if someone is struggling with blindness.

Recently bereaved 
clients

Everyone experiences grief differently, so 
your clients may be going through mixed 
feelings and emotions, including: shock, 
sadness, anxiety, guilt, anger, lacking in 
purpose. They may also struggle to focus 
and carry out tasks that wouldn’t normally 
be a problem.

Be patient with your clients and try to listen 
to their needs. Financial matters can be 
particularly difficult when someone is going 
through bereavement, so you taking control  
of their financial needs will be essential. Bodies 
who can help – the Bereavement Advice Centre.

Clients with 
communication 
difficulties

Listen to what your client is saying but also 
observe their behaviour for any clues or 
indicators of a possible decision-making 
limitation

Try to always use accessible language, avoid 
jargon or long words that might be hard to 
understand. Allow the client time to speak 
and don’t feel the need to ‘jump in’ at every 
pause. Clarify why a customer might be acting 
abnormally with a gentle line of questioning.  
‘Is everything ok?’. Ask politely your client to 
repeat back what they understand to ensure 
you have captured correctly their requirements.

The FCA definition of vulnerability

The finance services regulator, The Financial Conduct Authority, defines a vulnerable person as follows:

“ A vulnerable person is someone who, due to their personal circumstances, is especially susceptible to detriment, particularly 
when a firm is not acting with appropriate levels of care – vulnerability can come in a range of guises, and can be temporary, 
sporadic or permanent in nature.” 

This definition shows that firms and those working with vulnerable people have a responsibility to ensure extra care  
and support is in place and that people are treated fairly. 


