
People : I need urgent help with a distressed customer 

Please take a look at the Vulnerable Customer Guidance  

If you find yourself dealing with a person, either by telephone or in person, who is 
threatening suicide or self harm we have guidance here to help you.  See below 

The document is available for immediate download viable WISDOM   

1. Stop all other activities - Take all declarations seriously. 

2. Summon a Support Partner - If remote working follow your local “RED 
FLAG” process. Your Support Partner is there to help you as you help the 
customer.  They are also a witness and and should make a separate record of 
the encounter.  

3. Do not put the caller on hold or attempt to move the person to another 
location 

4. Avoid: Arguing, problem solving, giving advice. 

5. Listen and gather information - Check understanding of what the person is 
telling you – ask question (e) only if you are comfortable to.  These are 
prompts to help you manage the situation, you may want to adapt the 
language as appropriate: 

o Confirm your understanding that the customer wishes to self-harm or 
end their life. 

o What is their current location?  (If not with you). 

o Have they told anyone what they intend to do? 

o Is there support available from family, friends or carers, someone 
you can call? 

o Do they have any plans, or have they already taken any steps (i.e. 
taken pills or poison)? 

Situation urgent -  the customer is at serious risk or in immediate danger 

I should… 

Keep the person talking. You do not need the person’s consent to contact the 
emergency services - but you should tell them what is happening and why 

My Support Partner should… 

Call the emergency services immediately. Tell the emergency services the person’s 
location and any other relevant details you have uncovered 

Situation NOT urgent -   the caller is distressed but has no immediate plans or 
the means at hand 

I should… 

https://intranet.insolvency.gov.uk/node/20438
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https://intranet.insolvency.gov.uk/node/14660


Encourage the person to speak to someone who can help them. 

My Support Partner should… 

Stay with you. The links below will help if your support partner can access them. 

After the event summarise the steps you took here and send to your line manager 
along with the  case reference, if known.  Note any details of the conversation before 
the customer made their declaration, if relevant.  Your support partner can assist you 
with this. 

Some useful contacts are: 

• Our Mental Health First Aiders 

• Samaritans – 116 123  |  Free phone 

• email: jo@samaritans.org  |  For a reply within 24 hours 

• MIND – 0300 123 3393  |  Free phone 

• Text "SHOUT" to 85258 to contact the Shout Crisis Text Line 

• Text "YM"  to 85258 if the caller is under 19 

• Ask for an URGENT GP appointment 

• Call NHS 111 to speak to a mental health nurse 

• Use NHS 111 online  |  111.nhs.uk 

• Mental health support services finder (by postcode or town) 

• NHS24 Scotland Use NHS 111 online |  www.nhs24.scot  |  111.nhs.uk 

Extract from nhs.UK website: 

Call 999 or go to A&E now if: Someone's life is at risk – for example, they have 
seriously injured themselves or taken an overdose You do not feel you can keep 
yourself or someone else safe A mental health emergency should be taken as 
seriously as a physical one. You will not be wasting anyone's time. When to Call: 
999 ( Link to nhs.UK website) Find the caller’s nearest A&E ( Link to nhs.UK 
website) 

Protecting employees from third party abuse 

The Insolvency Service is committed to creating a safe and supportive work 
environment. If you believe a customer has behaved in an unacceptable manner, 
please follow this guidance - Protecting employees from third party abuse | Intranet 
(insolvency.gov.uk) 

Employee Assistance Programme (EAP) 

The Employee Assistance Programme (EAP) is an information and counselling 
service available whenever you need it, including when you may have experienced 

https://intranet.insolvency.gov.uk/how-do-i/mental-health-first-aiders
https://www.samaritans.org/how-we-can-help/contact-samaritan/
https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/helplines/
https://giveusashout.org/
https://111.nhs.uk/
https://www.nhs.uk/service-search/other-services/Mental-health-information-and-support/LocationSearch/330
https://gbr01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.nhs24.scot%2F&data=05%7C01%7CInternal.communications%40insolvency.gov.uk%7C0a2607ce39ae431f1df808dac96ba227%7C9a18d34af01e4c31ad16523150b47949%7C1%7C0%7C638043761352549847%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=Gzm4%2FKFGltI%2Ff5tgpRqBwLaqyZ4qGIRL9S%2BV78Nrm7U%3D&reserved=0
https://gbr01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2F111.nhs.uk%2F&data=05%7C01%7CInternal.communications%40insolvency.gov.uk%7C0a2607ce39ae431f1df808dac96ba227%7C9a18d34af01e4c31ad16523150b47949%7C1%7C0%7C638043761352549847%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=CD%2FrjAfkxNzE6ozyn6QuSU87Pq9ZUL2TqnjzTmSmYGo%3D&reserved=0
https://www.nhs.uk/using-the-nhs/nhs-services/urgent-and-emergency-care/when-to-call-999/
https://www.nhs.uk/using-the-nhs/nhs-services/urgent-and-emergency-care/when-to-call-999/
https://www.nhs.uk/Service-Search/Accident-and-emergency-services/LocationSearch/428
https://gbr01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fintranet.insolvency.gov.uk%2Fhow-do-i%2Fcomplaints-best-practice-guide%2Funreasonable-individual-behaviour%2Fprotecting-employees-third&data=04%7C01%7COlivia.Mitchell%40insolvency.gov.uk%7C689fb12bb92a44577a8608d98e3f9672%7C9a18d34af01e4c31ad16523150b47949%7C1%7C0%7C637697226014687294%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=SRvekwN0kob%2FRq4RzqCyzOfEUbdpyDb5r3b9CmL%2BylE%3D&reserved=0
https://gbr01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fintranet.insolvency.gov.uk%2Fhow-do-i%2Fcomplaints-best-practice-guide%2Funreasonable-individual-behaviour%2Fprotecting-employees-third&data=04%7C01%7COlivia.Mitchell%40insolvency.gov.uk%7C689fb12bb92a44577a8608d98e3f9672%7C9a18d34af01e4c31ad16523150b47949%7C1%7C0%7C637697226014687294%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=SRvekwN0kob%2FRq4RzqCyzOfEUbdpyDb5r3b9CmL%2BylE%3D&reserved=0


unacceptable behaviour or abuse from a customer.  Click here for their details 
-   Employee Assistance Programme (EAP) | Intranet (insolvency.gov.uk) 
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If you are concerned that the person is at imminent risk of harm to themselves or 
others please see People : I need urgent help with a caller 

Who are vulnerable customers? 

Vulnerable customers are anyone who, due to their personal circumstances, is 
especially susceptible to harm. It is not easy to define what creates a vulnerable 
situation. Even if someone does disclose a specific medical condition or personal 
situation, this doesn’t automatically mean they are vulnerable to detriment. This is 
because the same condition or life event can impact individuals differently. For 
example, not all customers with experience of mental health problems will require 
additional support but, customers experiencing a period of poor mental health may 
be particularly vulnerable. This is why it is important to identify and start 
conversations on vulnerability. 

Time will also play a factor. Some vulnerable situations are created by one off or 
exceptional circumstance and last for a short amount of time. Some customers will 
experience recurrent and varying periods where they are vulnerable. Whereas others 
will have long term needs that are constant and fixed. 

Identifying Vulnerable Customers 

Identifying whether a customer is in a potentially vulnerable situation is the first step 
to providing them the support they need. There are three ways you may identify a 
customer’s vulnerability: 

https://intranet.insolvency.gov.uk/how-do-i/vulnerable-customer-guidance#_Toc1902087966
https://intranet.insolvency.gov.uk/how-do-i/vulnerable-customer-guidance#_Toc661624030
https://intranet.insolvency.gov.uk/how-do-i/vulnerable-customer-guidance#_Toc1390941025
https://intranet.insolvency.gov.uk/how-do-i/vulnerable-customer-guidance#_Toc1403933402
https://intranet.insolvency.gov.uk/how-do-i/vulnerable-customer-guidance#_Toc1514439261
https://intranet.insolvency.gov.uk/how-do-i/vulnerable-customer-guidance#_Toc1806322482
https://intranet.insolvency.gov.uk/how-do-i/vulnerable-customer-guidance#_Toc1334320303
https://intranet.insolvency.gov.uk/how-do-i/vulnerable-customer-guidance#_Toc1455095083
https://intranet.insolvency.gov.uk/how-do-i/vulnerable-customer-guidance#_Toc784199524
https://intranet.insolvency.gov.uk/how-do-i/vulnerable-customer-guidance#_Toc126260550
https://intranet.insolvency.gov.uk/how-do-i/vulnerable-customer-guidance#_Toc670788687
https://intranet.insolvency.gov.uk/how-do-i/vulnerable-customer-guidance#_Toc1298848736
https://intranet.insolvency.gov.uk/how-do-i/vulnerable-customer-guidance#_Toc1665702228
https://intranet.insolvency.gov.uk/node/14493


1. self-disclosure; 

2. looking for limitations; 

3. spotting the signs. 

Self-disclosure 

The easiest and most effective method of identification is to provide customers the 
opportunity to self-disclose. Frontline staff should routinely advise all customers that 
disclosing a vulnerable situation can potentially result in additional support being 
provided. 

There are barriers that prevent customers from self-disclosure. They may have 
concerns that telling others their personal information may result in unfair treatment, 
damaging data-sharing or that it simply won’t make a difference. 

Customers should be reassured that disclosures of a health problem or difficult 
personal situation will always be heard, taken seriously, and considered. 

Looking for limitations 

If a customer is having difficulty understanding information or remembering this could 
impact their ability to make decisions. The limitations may be caused by a range of 
factors such as difficulties with language, literacy or numeracy. 

A customer with mental capacity limitations could be particularly vulnerable and 
susceptible to harm. To assist in identifying customers with these limitations you can 
use the BRUCE protocol. 

• Behaviour and talk – you should look for indicators in the customer’s 
behaviour and speech including:- 

• Remembering – is the customer showing signs they have problems with their 
memory or recall? 

• Understanding – does the customer appear to understand the information you 
are giving them? 

• Communicating – is the customer able to communicate their thoughts, 
questions and decision making? 

• Evaluating – can the customer weigh up their options or identify the 
consequences of the information shared with them? 

Spotting the Signs 

In conversations customers may share small and important signs about their 
vulnerability. You should look out for these clues to take the opportunity to find out 
more about a customer's vulnerable situation. 

Some examples of these clues may be: 

• mentions in conversation of illness, disability or impairment 



• references to contact with the health sector (doctors, nurses, carers, and 
others) 

• references to contact with the social care sector (social workers, key workers, 
support workers) 

• references to receiving specific benefits such as sickness or disability benefits 

• mentions of life events such as time in hospital, imprisonment, or 
bereavement 

• references of actions that have, or haven’t, been taken by the agency that 
have a negative impact such as using a particular method of communication 

Next steps 

Identifying a customer's vulnerability is only the first step to providing them the 
support they need. It starts a conversation to help you understand more about their 
situation and needs. The next section will provide advice on how to effectively have 
these conversations. 

Supporting conversations 

It is challenging to start conversations with customers about their vulnerability. You 
may be worried about saying the right thing or causing offence. It is important to 
remember most customers will not object to a simple but polite question about their 
wellbeing or situation. 

Before starting a conversation, you should consider if it is the right moment to raise 
the issue. The customer may be in a public place or have indicated they have limited 
time. If the time isn’t right, you should try to make an arrangement to speak to the 
customer at another time. 

Starting a conversation 

How you begin the conversation will depend on what you’ve learned when identifying 
the vulnerability. 

Some examples of how you may start a conversation: 

• “I heard you mention being quite unwell recently. If you tell us what’s 
happening, we might be able to provide you with more support?” 

• “I noticed that our form might be difficult to follow – can you tell me how we 
could make it easier for you to complete?” 

• “When they need it, we can provide our customers with more support. What 
might we be able to do to support you?” 

• “Is everything OK at the moment? If not, is there something we can help you 
with?” 

• “Are there any health or other issues we should know about?” 



In all cases you should remind the customer that their disclosure will be treated 
confidentially and used to help us help them. 

Customers may not always be receptive when you first start a conversation about a 
vulnerable situation. They may instinctively tell you they are fine. This is 
understandable as they may find it difficult to discuss their situation. 

If a customer doesn’t want to talk you should accept this. You should let them know if 
they change their mind that support is still available. 

• “Ok, do let us know if there is an issue though. We will always try to help.” 

• “That’s ok, if anything changes in the future, please let us know so that we 
can best support you.” 

Handling a customer disclosure 

If a customer has chosen to trust you with information relating to their vulnerability it 
is important to deal with this information appropriately. If not handled properly the 
opportunity to support the vulnerable customer may be lost. As well as potential 
breaches of the Data Protection Act. 

A tool to assist with disclosure management is referred to as the TEXAS protocol. 
(The appropriate order of the steps has been revised so it now spell TAEXS) : 

• Thank the customer 

o  “Thank you for telling me about your situation, as it will help us take 
this into account” 

• Ask the customer questions to get key information 

o “How does your situation affect your ability to communicate with us?” 

o “Does anyone help you such as a carer, relative or other third party?” 

• Explain how the information will be used. 

o “Let me explain how we’d like to use this information. With your 
permission I’d like to record this information on your case file so that 
other colleagues are best placed to understand your situation and 
assist you. I will also discuss your situation with my manager to identify 
the best way to support you” 

• eXplict consent 

o “Can you please give me permission to take the actions I’ve 
described?” 

• Signpost or refer to external support (where this is appropriate) 

o “You may find it useful to contact…” 



It can be distressing for customers to have to keep repeating details of their situation. 
With the customers consent it can be helpful for the customer and your colleagues to 
record details of their vulnerability on our systems. 

You need to be mindful how this information is stored. It should be noted consent to 
store information about a customer’s vulnerability as it relates to protected 
characteristics can be withdrawn. If a customer withdraws their consent the agency 
has a legal obligation to remove the information from our systems. ISCIS notes 
cannot be deleted so this should not be used to record these details. Wisdom files 
can be deleted so this would be the appropriate place to store this information. You 
can use the ISCIS notes to give the location of the wisdom file and that it should be 
read before engaging with the customer. INSSight will have different capabilities so 
we will update the guidance to reflect this following implementation. 

When recording information on a customer's vulnerability it is important to consider 
what information will best assist the customer being supported in the future. Details 
and specifics of their condition may not always be relevant to the support they need. 
Focus on recording any reasonable adjustments or support needs that have been 
discussed with the customer. 

Information held on a customer’s vulnerability should be regularly reviewed to ensure 
it remains relevant. If more than six months has passed since the initial discussion 
on vulnerability or a review, and the customer is still engaging with the agency, you 
should discuss with the customer if the information we hold reflects their current 
situation. 

Next steps 

The larger goal of identifying vulnerability and handling a customer disclosure is to 
provide the customer with appropriate support. The next section will deal with this. 

Supporting vulnerable customers 

It is important to remember the support you are expected to give is practical and not 
medical. By asking questions around the impact of a customer’s situation you may 
be able to identify practical steps or reasonable adjustments that help customers 
engage with us. 

Reasonable adjustments are changes that can be made to ensure a customer is not 
disadvantaged by their vulnerability. Examples of reasonable adjustments may be: 

• communicating in method preferred by customer. 

• receiving authority to engage with a third party/carer 

In deciding if an adjustment is reasonable, you should consider the impact or risk. If 
there is minimal impact/risk the adjustment should be agreed without requesting 
medical evidence. You should also consider if the impact or risk may be mitigated 
with an alternative adjustment. If you are satisfied the risk has been mitigated by an 
alternative adjustment this similarly wouldn’t require medical evidence. 



If you are unsure of what reasonable adjustments may be appropriate/ can be made 
you should discuss this with your line manager. 

Medical evidence should be requested where a significant risk/change to procedure 
is required due to the customers vulnerability. 

Disclosing a vulnerability does not mean that a customer can be excused from 
engaging with us at all but applying reasonable adjustments should assist both 
parties in engagement. 

Signposting 

It is not a requirement to signpost all vulnerable customers to external support. They 
may already be aware of or receiving external support. It can be frustrating to be 
repeatedly directed to the same organisation or overwhelming to be directed to 
numerous different organisations. 

When asking questions around the key information of the customers vulnerability you 
should get an understanding of if signposting is appropriate. Indicators signposting 
could help the customer are: 

• The circumstances that create the customer’s vulnerability are recent. As a 
result they will be less likely to have knowledge of the support that may be 
available to them. 

• When asking questions around the customers vulnerability they don’t provide 
details of any support they are receiving to help manage the impact of the 
vulnerability. 

If a customer’s vulnerability is medical in nature and they have not contacted their 
general practitioner (GP) or sought medical advice it is most appropriate to advise 
them to do so. 

Before signposting to a customer take time to determine if the service you are 
recommending is suitable. Some organisations provide support to specified groups, 
for example based on age. It is therefore best to recommend organisations with 
limited restrictions on who they serve. Such as an organisation that supports anyone 
in the region who has the vulnerability. 

To effectively signpost you should be able to provide the customer with the following 
information: 

• what the organisation does and the support it can provide 

• how to access the service, such as contact details in their preferred method 
and opening times 

• offer to provide the information in writing for the customer to refer to 

Hub for Hope is the UK’s leading mental health support signposting tool, with 
thousands of local, regional and national support groups and services listed. You can 
search by the customer’s town/city for support available locally and nationally on a 
range of topics. Selecting up to three concerns to help identify a suitable 



organisation. Although Hub for hope is primarily a mental health support database it 
does have a broad remit including locating support for certain physical disabilities. If 
you are using Hub for Hope to identify an organisation to signpost you can find 
further details by selecting the organisations icon 

Giving is Great’s charity database is also a useful tool for finding signposting 
opportunities. It uses information from Companies House, the Charity Commission 
for England and Wales and the Scottish Charity Regulator. Using the advanced 
search you can search for Charities using keywords, activity or region. Although the 
purpose of the database is to provide corporate and financial information to potential 
donors the right hand side of each charities page has information on what the charity 
does, contact details and a link to their website. 

You should make clear to customers they are being directed to a third-party 
organisation. You should advise you are not affiliated with the organisation you are 
recommending. You can provide the contact details as they may be helpful, but you 
aren’t able to advise on the external organisations services or speak to their quality. 

Supporting staff resilience 

Encountering vulnerable customers can have an impact on staff wellbeing. 
Customers sharing details of their vulnerability will have an impact on the listener. 
After an intense experience with a customer, it makes it hard to ‘walk away’ at the 
end of your working day. This may lead to a negative impact on your work life 
balance. 

It is important when you encounter a difficult customer contact you have time to 
reflect and share your experience. You should communicate with your manager 
when you need to take time away from your duties after a challenging customer 
contact. Managers should support staff to take this time as needed. 

There are number of sources of support within the agency you can discuss your 
experience with: 

• Mental Health First Aiders 

• Employee Assistance Programme (EAP) 

• Employee Assistance Representatives (EARs) 

• Mind Matters (Employee Network Group for mental health and wellbeing) 

• Your Line Manager 

• Other Colleagues 

When debriefing on a challenging contact with your chosen source of support make 
a conscious effort to focus on the impact on you. Your empathy might mean you 
naturally focus on the difficulties the customer is experiencing. You should consider 
how the situation has made you feel. It is important not to invalidate or diminish your 
own feelings. You may believe you shouldn’t find a situation difficult because it is 
most difficult for the person experiencing it first-hand. A customer can have 

https://hubofhope.co.uk/
https://givingisgreat.org/charity-search/
https://intranet.insolvency.gov.uk/node/9907
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experienced a traumatic event, it is upsetting to hear details of the event as part of 
your job. Both are true, both are valid. 

It’s important to note any information shared with you by a customer is confidential. 
When sharing your experience with others you should be mindful not to include any 
identifying details such as the customer’s name. Please refer back to the section on 
handling a customer's disclosure if you believe you need to share the customers 
details with your line manager or a colleague in order to support the customer. 

The impact of dealing with vulnerable customers can be heightened when the detail 
of their situation resonates personally. For example, a customer discussing their 
bereavement with someone who has recently experienced their own loss. If you 
struggle to deal with a specific subject matter for personal reasons, you should 
discuss this with your line manager. This will allow your line manager to consider 
what reasonable adjustments may support you in dealing with contacts containing 
the subject matter. It may help you to have someone listening in, sitting in, or 
providing support over Teams during contact that involves the subject matter. Your 
manager can also consider if it is appropriate to reassign a case or transfer a 
customer to be dealt with by a colleague. 

 


