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Recognise true vulnerability, says charity   
 
Companies and financial organisations are labelling too many people as “vulnerable”, a new 
study reveals today. 
Stacked Against, from debt charity Christians Against Poverty (CAP), says that by lowering 
the bar to help more customers, those who are truly desperate are getting overlooked. 
The report concludes that there is a great range in vulnerability and it’s not a simple black 
and white issue. 
Chief Executive Matt Barlow said: “It really is great that companies have heeded our 
message to help vulnerable clients but by lowering the bar to the extent they have, we are 
finding the most critically in need hidden in the crowd. 
“For instance, some utility companies would regard all households with a child under five as 
vulnerable which, in many cases, will be a world away from someone in poor mental health 
with a terminal illness who has learning difficulties and is haunted by childhood trauma. 
“The reality is, the most vulnerable people are suffering in multiple ways and the challenge 
for customer-facing teams – whether that be in public sector or a commercial setting – is to 
recognise them and have appropriately-trained teams with the compassion and time to truly 
help.” 
The research found that the greater number of separate issues suffered simultaneously, the 
increasingly fragile their situation becomes and the greater chance that they will consider 
suicide as an option. 
“Our collective understanding of what it means to be vulnerable has improved hugely in the 
past decade but the industry still has a way to go. We need to start looking at people as 
unique individuals in unique circumstances.” 
CAP’s services, all delivered face to face, are specifically designed with the poorest and 
most marginalised people in mind, so the charity is able to accurately describe the 
circumstances suffered by those who feel neglected by society. 
Mr Barlow added: “As we walk into homes across the UK to bring help and hope, every day 
we come face-to-face with heart breaking and desperate situations. I am still shocked when 
I meet people and hear what they have been through and the resilience they have to show 
to simply get through the day.”  
The charity’s report researched the links between fourteen different additional difficulties 
faced by their debt clients. They included caring for a loved one, unemployment, childhood 
trauma and lone parenting. It found that nearly seven in ten (67%) are facing two or more 
issues and half are living with three or more. 
Unemployment rarely seems to be experienced in isolation. Three in five (57%) also have 
poor mental health and a quarter are caring for a loved one. According to the report, 
unemployed people are also more likely to have a physical disability or serious illness. 
Other links are less obvious. Of those who had been the victim of fraud or financial abuse, 
more than a third (38%) were found to have suffered a trauma as a child, compounding 
their difficulties. 
Whatever the reasons behind these tragic Venn diagrams, the charity found that the more 
issues faced, the more severe the cumulative effects. Seven in ten of those with even just 



one stated vulnerability had skipped meals due to their debt problems. More than half of 
those (51%) with five or more vulnerabilities said they had felt like ending their lives before 
getting the charity’s holistic debt help. 
 
CAP is calling for: 
 

• Customer service teams to step away from the script, and show empathy and flexibility. 
• Appreciate the scale of the challenges facing customers in the most difficult situations and 

offer the level of support they need.  
• Instigate collaboration across departments to make sure supportive policies work in practice, 

and products and services are inclusive by design.  
 
Ends 
 
Notes for journalists 
 
The data used within this report is taken from a survey of 1,060 CAP Debt Help clients conducted by 
post and online between September and November 2017. This has been supplemented with 
information provided by CAP Debt Coaches and case studies of real CAP clients. 
 
Read the whole report here: capuk.org/stackedagainst  
 
Christians Against Poverty is a UK charity which helps everyone, for free. Find out more: capuk.org 
	


