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CONSUMER VULNERABILITY 

 

Developing definitions of vulnerability 

Sourdin et al. (2017) discuss the fact that over the past 30 years, researchers, commentators and 

policy makers have proposed varying definitions of what it means to be a ‘vulnerable consumer’ but 

that despite this attention there is no settled definition of what constitutes ‘vulnerability’. Many 

refer to the work of Andreasen, who in 1975 wrote The Disadvantaged Consumer. Andreasen made 

the point that consumer vulnerability was not the same thing as disadvantage. Disadvantaged 

consumers, for Andreasen, are those who were particularly handicapped in achieving adequate 

value for their consumer dollar in the urban marketplace because of their severely restricted 

incomes, their minority racial status, their old age, and/or their difficulties with the language. In 

another widely cited work, Smith and Cooper-Martin (1977) view consumer vulnerability in terms of 

an identifiable set or class of citizens. For them, in the context of ethics and target marketing, 

vulnerable consumers have a characteristic demographic which is generally perceived to limit the 

consumer’s ability to maximise utility and well-being in economic transactions and vulnerable 

consumers are more susceptible to economic, physical, or psychological harm in, or as a result of, 

these economic transactions. 

 

Relying on the earlier work of Burden (1988), Clifton et al. (2011) argue that vulnerability in the act 

of consumption can be traced to two, sometimes co‐existing, causes: on the one hand, some 

consumers find it more difficult than others to obtain or assimilate the necessary information when 

taking decisions about good or service consumption; on the other hand, certain consumers are 

exposed to a higher risk of worsening their own welfare when taking inadequate consumption 

decisions. Burden also pointed out that citizen vulnerability was not directly observable, saying that 

analysis and studies on and about vulnerability tend to use proxies in the form of socio-economic 

characteristics or indicators which are taken as representative of potential vulnerability. Commonly 

used key indicators relate to age (the very elderly/young); those with low incomes; those who do not 

work; the long-term disabled; those with lower educational attainments; rural dwellers; and ethnic 

minorities (George et al., 2011). However, this ‘class-based’ or demographic view of disadvantage or 

vulnerability has been questioned in more recent research.  

 

For example, Baker et al. (2005) consider that it is unhelpful to suggest that just because someone is 

old or poor or of the ‘wrong’ race that they are automatically vulnerable as consumers. Instead, they 

conceptualise vulnerability as being a state of individual powerlessness (as opposed to it being a 
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status) which everyone and anyone may experience at some point in the course of their life. They 

comment: “actual vulnerability arises from the interaction of individual states, individual 

characteristics, and external conditions within a context where consumption goals may be hindered 

and the experience affects personal and social perceptions of the self” (2005; 134). For them, this 

conceptualisation differs from the Andreasen’s class perspective in three ways. Firstly, it shifts the 

focus away from a whole class of people to the individual and the self. Secondly, it introduces the 

idea of vulnerability in the face of ’marketing messages’ and thus includes consumers’ information 

processing abilities. Lastly, it introduces the idea that vulnerability is situation dependent, for 

example that it results from ‘an imbalance in marketplace interactions’ and that consumers are 

often vulnerable because of factors out with their control. Essentially, Baker et al. (2005) define 

vulnerability as a state of powerlessness over which the individual lacks control of the consumption 

situation and which is associated with negative consequences. They say that while certain personal 

characteristics mean that some groups are at a higher risk of finding themselves in a vulnerable 

position, it is the context rather than personal characteristics that determines vulnerability. Baker et 

al. (2005) also say that vulnerability is not the same as disadvantage because vulnerability occurs 

when barriers prohibit control and prevent freedom of choice, whereas disadvantage is ascribed to 

different consumer groups and that actual vulnerability occurs as a result of the interaction between 

an individual’s circumstances and the market. For instance, in markets where the quality of services 

is hard to ascertain and communicate to consumers (such as legal services) many will be vulnerable, 

despite not being disadvantaged by their personal characteristics. By contrast, for simple purchases, 

it is conceivable that someone who might be described as disadvantaged would not be particularly 

vulnerable; many low-income consumers are very astute with learned strategies that reduce future 

susceptibility in a repeat situation. Others such as Commuri and Ekici (2008) have criticized Baker et 

al. for being too willing to abandon a ‘class based’ approach, arguing that there is merit in 

recognizing that certain characteristics do make certain groups more vulnerable, and therefore 

provides a helpful construct for policy makers to use as a pre-emptive tool to tackle consumer 

vulnerability. Pavia and Mason (2014), while supporting Baker et al.’s construct of vulnerability, also 

point out that some types of vulnerability, particularly those relating to disability, may be permanent 

and more challenging. Also, in relation to disability, Burghardt (2013) suggests that the label of 

vulnerability may itself be a social category that oppresses those who are classified vulnerable. 

Burghardt also discusses whether introducing vulnerability into legal situations serves more to 

diminish the severity of the punishment for those who have committed violations against people 

with disabilities. McKeage et al. (2017) have used Baker et al.’s 2005 model to examine the ways that 

gender identity may intersect with market factors to produce vulnerability. For them, gender 
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identity is an important context for the examination of vulnerability as it occupies the nexus 

between societal and marketing gender norms, and the ways in which consumers both use and are 

constrained by marketplace offerings as they enact their gender identity.  

 

Multi-dimensional vulnerability  

In more recent work a ‘multi-dimensional’ model of vulnerability has been advanced and that “any 

individual might experience vulnerability at one point in time” (Harrison and Chalmers, 2013; 454). 

Likewise, Canhoto and Dibb (2016) make the point that empirical evidence increasingly treats 

vulnerability as a state that someone may find themselves in, rather than as a personal characteristic 

that they possess. Previously Stearn (2012) had commented that we need to recognise that 

vulnerability can be long-term in effect or it can be a dynamic state which affects some consumers at 

different periods of time – like unemployment, or bereavement. Support for a multidimensional 

vulnerability model can also be found in the work of Shultz and Holbrook (2009) and Pavia and 

Mason (2014). Pavia and Mason (2014) build on the work of Shultz and Holbrook (2009) to propose 

and explore three dimensions to enhance the understanding of situations that lead to vulnerability – 

these are the ability to remediate, duration, and stability of the underlying challenge. They put 

forward some thought-provoking opinions on secondary vulnerability and the stigma of vulnerability 

by association (referring to the work of Goffman). Shultz and Holbrook also make the point that just 

because people are vulnerable does not necessarily imply that they are virtuous (2009).  

 

Recent EU research highlighted that almost 75 per cent of consumers will at one time or another 

exhibit at least one dimension of vulnerability (European Commission, 2016). Graham (2017) 

discusses the circumstances that may place them at risk of vulnerability in a UK context, concluding 

that there are around 11 million people in the population with a limiting physical or mental 

disability, 6.5 million people who function as carers, around 5.1 million adults in England lack basic 

literacy skills and there are just under 5 million people over the age of 75- this is without considering 

that vulnerability may also be transitory, and/or triggered by life events such as divorce, 

bereavement, illness or loss of employment and that vulnerable consumers do not constitute a 

separate or static part of the population. 

 

The voluntary British Standard on Inclusive Service BS18477 (British Standards Institution, 20101) 

was developed with the involvement of Citizens Advice (and others) to help organizations better 

                                                           
1 British Standards Institution. (2010). BS 18477 Inclusive service provision— Requirements for identifying and 

responding to consumer vulnerability. London: BSI. 
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design, market, assist and deliver services to all consumers. The BS 18477 adopts an understanding 

of consumer vulnerability that recognises “all consumers are different, with a wide range of needs, 

abilities and personal circumstances. These differences can put some consumers in a position of 

vulnerability or disadvantage during certain transactions and communications, potentially putting 

them at risk from financial loss, exploitation or other detriment” (Citizens Advice Bureau, 2015; 33). 

Standard BS18477 identifies ten common risk factors which include age, disability or other 

impairment, mental health issues, low income, sudden change in circumstances and the complexity 

of the product. It also describes consumer vulnerability, not as a constant state applying to set 

groups of people with certain characteristics, but as a condition in which a consumer experiences 

difficulty in accessing or using services or in dealing with communications. For Sourdin et al. (2017), 

the British Standards Institution’s approach is illustrative of the more complex and multidimensional 

definitions of consumer vulnerability.  

 

Vulnerability and complaints 

Some authors such as Andreasen (1976) and Adkins and Ozanne (2005) consider that vulnerable 

consumers may potentially be affected differently at various stages of the consumption process. For 

example, they may lack the skills, education, literacy or experience to gather the vital information at 

the start of the process to evaluate the relative quality of competitive products and vendors in the 

market. Also, if they do experience an unsatisfactory purchase, disadvantaged consumers may lack 

the resources needed to seek appropriate redress (Andreasen 1976). Singh (1990) is one of the early 

researchers who also suggested that personality traits might influence consumer complaining styles. 

More recently, Ekinci et al. (2016) set out their findings that personality traits can be potential 

predictors for consumer complaining behaviour. For Jeretina and Uzelac (2014), the consumer is a 

weaker party in every process of dispute resolution. They say that consumers do not know enough 

about the quality and characteristics of technically advanced and/or demanding products, and lack 

comprehensive knowledge about the quality standards pertaining to services. They are unable to 

assess the risk of particular contracts, while they are heavily exposed to psychological pressure of 

advertising. In addition, judicial proceedings can be long and complex. Recognising such problems,  

Citizens Advice’s 2015 report makes the point that effective complaints procedures should provide 

opportunities to identify clues that a person is vulnerable and not place the onus on the consumer to 

self-disclose. Similarly, Sourdin et al. make the point that even “the best designed processes are 

likely to be difficult for certain categories of vulnerability—especially where distress is significant, so 

there may be a need for external and independent support to be provided” (2017; 643). They go on 

to conclude that “once vulnerable consumers are ‘in’ the system they may pose specific challenges 
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requiring more time and support. Complaint systems should be designed not just to facilitate access 

in the first place but to meet needs when vulnerable consumers complain” (644).  

 

The challenges faced by third party ADR schemes in identifying, supporting and working with 

vulnerable consumers remains an underexplored area of research, policy and practice. Graham et al. 

(2015) comment that regulatory approaches and government policies have often been based on 

encouraging consumers to be more engaged in these sectors as ‘active consumers’ to find better 

deals. But it is unrealistic to expect that everyone can be an ‘active consumer’ at all times. George et 

al. (2015) advocate that Regulators need to ensure they are alert to practices that contribute to 

consumer vulnerability, be prepared to act swiftly to address those problems, and monitor the 

effectiveness of their interventions.  

 

In the UK, the Financial Consumer Panel has called for firms to make a vulnerability assessment that 

goes beyond a customer’s personal characteristics or income, taking a wider view of their 

circumstances (Financial Consumer Panel, 2012). The Financial Conduct Authority, in an Occasional 

Paper on Consumer Vulnerability, notes that “Regulators are moving in the same direction by 

looking beyond the specific groups that they have a statutory duty to consider, and broadening their 

definitions of vulnerability” (Financial Conduct Authority, 2015; 71).  

 

In relation to Energy in the UK, Ofgem2 has the principal objective, when carrying out its functions, 

to protect the interests of existing and future electricity and gas consumers. It is required3 to have 

regard to the interests of: individuals who are disabled or chronically sick; individuals of pensionable 

age; individuals with low incomes; and individuals residing in rural areas. Ofgem has developed a 

Consumer Vulnerability Strategy (Ofgem, 2013), which sets out expectations for the companies it 

regulates. This Strategy is based on a broad understanding of the contributory factors (including the 

role of the market), pointing out that vulnerability can affect anyone at any time and for many 

different reasons. Rather than listing vulnerable groups, the Strategy recognises that “vulnerability 

can be complex, multidimensional and transitory”. Ofgem’s approach is based on risk factors and 

recognises that individual characteristics, circumstances, and the way goods and services are 

designed and delivered all play a part. The characteristics, capacity and circumstances of a consumer 

can change over time and they can quickly encounter a vulnerable situation. This may be permanent 

or long-term, or transitory. And it may take them time to recover from it. For example, if someone is 

                                                           
2 https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/about-us/who-we-are 
3 Electricity Act 1989, s 3A(3), Gas Act 1986, s 4AA(3) 
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made redundant, their vulnerability may continue even once they have a new job if they have 

accumulated debt in that time.  

 

Graham (2017; 2018) has examined the new approach to vulnerability developed by Ofgem and the 

Financial Conduct Authority to see whether it has been implemented at company level and had an 

impact on the ombudsman. He says the main lesson is that establishing a broad concept of 

vulnerability is just a first step. Operationalising the concept presents major challenges especially in 

the context of systems dealing with large numbers of consumers. He also comments on the 

challenges in recording information in a systematic manner, saying that information about 

vulnerability was typically recorded in free text areas within IT systems which could not be accessed 

to provide statistical information. A recent National Audit Office Report made a similar point, finding 

that different organisations (such as CAB and Financial Ombudsman Service) did collect data on 

consumers raising complaints, but did not record the information they collected in a comparable 

way (NAO 2017). For Graham et al. (2011), policies and practices in the energy sector need to be 

informed by an understanding of the nature and extent of the factors that cause and contribute to 

consumer vulnerability, including the barriers that arise because of organisational behaviour. In 

particular, they find that vulnerable consumers frequently face multiple barriers in accessing 

information, advice and support in this essential service.  

 

Consumers in vulnerable circumstances are likely to be at risk if they face problems with affordable 

access to such essential services (such as energy), with potentially serious effects for their health and 

quality of life. But consumers’ individual circumstances are not the only factors to consider. The 

ways in which markets operate and the policies and practices of the companies involved heavily 

influence whether consumers are vulnerable in the provision of these essential services (George et 

al. 2014). As markets become increasingly complex, more people are likely to become vulnerable 

(Cartwright, 2007; Pavia and Mason, 2014). In their study of information and advice barriers in the 

energy market, George et al (2011) looked at the developments likely to have a significant impact on 

consumers, particularly those facing multiple difficulties.  These included rising energy prices, the 

increasing complexity of this sector, and changes in assistance with energy costs and energy 

efficiency and in consumer advocacy arrangements. In relation to this, a 2017 CAB report 

recommends extending the safeguard tariff to all those credit customers who are eligible for the 

Warm Home Discount. 
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