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Introduction

Introduction

The UK Customer Focus Summit 2026, hosted 
by coeo UK at Aspire Leeds, brought together 
the great and good from across credit 
management and collections to explore the 
evolving landscape of customer engagement 
and responsible collections.

Now firmly established as a key event within 
the industry calendar, the Summit provided 

a forum for collaboration, shared learning 
and discussion on the most pressing issues 
shaping the future of the sector.

Across the day, speakers addressed a wide 
range of topics including macroeconomic 
pressures, regulatory developments, 
technological innovation, and the growing 
importance of customer-centric engagement
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strategies. Particular focus 
was placed on how data, 
digital channels and artificial 
intelligence are transforming the 
way organisations interact with 
customers experiencing financial 
difficulty.

Through keynote presentations, 
expert panels and interactive 
discussion, attendees explored 
both the challenges and 
opportunities facing the industry. 
The event also provided valuable 
opportunities for networking 

and knowledge exchange, 
with organisations across the 
ecosystem sharing insights into 
how the sector can continue to 
evolve responsibly.

This report summarises the 
key insights and themes 
discussed throughout the 
Summit, highlighting practical 
perspectives and emerging 
trends that will influence the 
future of customer engagement 
and collections.
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Economic outlook & market update
Dennis Sanford-Casey, Director of Data Strategy, Equifax

Dennis Sanford-Casey opened the day with a detailed 
analysis of the current economic environment and 
the implications for lenders, creditors and collections 
organisations. Drawing on Equifax market insight, his 
presentation explored how macroeconomic trends 
are shaping consumer financial behaviour and credit 
performance.

Recent data suggests that the UK economy is 
experiencing modest growth, with GDP remaining 
largely flat while inflation has begun to ease. 
Consumer confidence has shown slight improvement, 
although households continue to face ongoing 
financial pressures from the cost of living and rising 
borrowing costs. These pressures are influencing how 
consumers manage credit and repayments.

Sanford-Casey highlighted several key trends 
affecting the credit landscape. Credit card usage 
continues to grow as consumers increasingly rely 
on revolving credit to manage cash flow. At the 
same time, Buy Now Pay Later (BNPL) products are 
expanding rapidly, with average customer spend 
increasing significantly year-on-year. Mortgage 

markets are also adjusting to a new interest rate 
environment. Although arrears initially rose following 
rate increases in previous years, recent data suggests 
that many households are adapting through 
restructuring borrowing terms or switching to interest-
only arrangements. However, older borrowers are 
currently experiencing the greatest increases in 
arrears rates.

Sanford-Casey also explored the role of emerging 
data sources in improving credit decision-making. 
The increasing availability of alternative datasets; 
including open banking data, subscription payment 
histories and rental information, is enabling 
lenders and collections organisations to develop 
more nuanced risk models and identify customers 
experiencing financial difficulty earlier.

The session concluded with a forward-looking 
discussion on how organisations can leverage new 
data assets to enhance credit assessment, support 
customers more effectively and manage risk in an 
increasingly complex economic environment.



5 Collections hot topics: trends, challenges & opportunities

Collections hot topics:
trends, challenges & opportunities

Chris Leslie, Chief Executive, Credit Services Association

Chris Leslie provided an overview of the current state of 
the UK collections sector, highlighting both the progress 
made by the industry and the challenges that remain.

Collections continues to play a significant role in 
supporting the wider credit ecosystem. Organisations 
within the sector manage billions in consumer debt 
each year and employ thousands of frontline staff 
responsible for engaging with customers experiencing 
financial difficulty. Despite public perceptions, data 
indicates most consumers consider it reasonable for 

creditors or collection agencies to contact individuals 
who have missed payments.

Leslie emphasised that the sector has undergone 
significant modernisation in recent years. Many 
organisations are investing heavily in digital tools, 
automation and AI to improve operational efficiency 
and enhance customer engagement. At the same 
time, regulatory frameworks continue to shape the 
environment in which firms operate.

A key theme of the session was the increasing 
complexity of regulation. The implementation of 
Consumer Duty, ongoing reform of the Consumer 
Credit Act, and developments relating to financial 
redress schemes and insolvency policy all contribute to 
a constantly evolving regulatory landscape.

Leslie also discussed how technological change is 
reshaping customer behaviour. AI is empowering 
consumers to generate correspondence and 
challenge financial institutions more easily, leading 
to increases in data subject access requests and 
formal disputes. However, the same technologies also 
provide opportunities for organisations to improve 
personalisation, automate routine processes and 
enhance compliance oversight.

Despite these challenges, the sector remains well 
positioned to evolve. Greater collaboration between 
regulators, creditors and specialist collections 
organisations will be critical in developing more 
effective and responsible approaches to supporting 
customers in financial difficulty.
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Innovation in collections:
coeo & partners perspectives

Following the morning sessions, the Summit explored 
how innovation and technology are transforming the 
operational landscape of collections.

Tim Anderton
Identifying Vulnerable Customers Earlier

Tim Anderton discussed how enhanced data insight 
can help organisations identify vulnerable customers 
before financial difficulties escalate. Using advanced 
analytics and enriched data sources, organisations 
can gain earlier visibility of changes in financial 
circumstances, enabling more proactive and 
supportive engagement.

The ability to detect vulnerability signals earlier 
allows creditors to tailor communication strategies, 
offer appropriate support mechanisms and reduce 
the likelihood of customers entering deeper financial 
distress.
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Alex O’Leary
Optimising Digital Customer Engagement

Alex O’Leary explored how digital engagement 
strategies are evolving to meet changing customer 
expectations. A key theme was the need for 
organisations to design customer journeys around the 
unique characteristics of each communication channel 
rather than simply replicating the same process across 
multiple platforms.

Different channels create different behaviours. For 
example, messaging platforms such as WhatsApp 
allow longer engagement windows and more 
flexible interaction, whereas live chat or telephone 
conversations require faster resolution and higher 
intensity interaction.

O’Leary emphasised the importance of balancing 
customer preference with operational constraints, 
ensuring that organisations design scalable 
engagement models while still delivering a 
personalised customer experience.

Jules Sharples
AI Voice Agents in Collections

Jules Sharples introduced coeo’s AI-powered voice 
agent, cAI Virtual Agent, designed to handle inbound 
collections calls. The system uses natural language 
processing to authenticate customers, guide payment 
conversations and provide secure payment links 
via SMS to an income and expenditure form which 
validates the customer's payment offer.

The technology is designed to automate routine 
interactions while ensuring that more complex or 
sensitive conversations can be escalated seamlessly 
to human agents. This approach allows organisations 
to improve efficiency while enabling frontline teams to 
focus on higher-value customer engagement.

https://caiuk.com/virtual-agent
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Interactive panel discussion:
key topics shaping responsible collections

With Ian Parry, Strategic Relationships Director, coeo UK

Panellists:
• 	 Ash Freestone, So Energy
•	 Eleanor Kumar, Barclays
•	 Karen Ryan, Clear Business
•	 Tom Squires, Close Brothers
•	 Ben Calvert, coeo UK

The afternoon panel session explored the future of 
customer engagement and responsible collections 
across different sectors.

Panellists discussed how customer expectations have 
evolved significantly in recent years. Consumers 
increasingly expect flexible communication options, 
personalised engagement and empathetic treatment 
when experiencing financial difficulties.

A key theme of the discussion was the importance of 
early engagement. Organisations are increasingly 
focused on identifying signals that a customer 
relationship may be deteriorating, enabling earlier 
intervention and support.

The panel also examined the balance between 
personalisation and privacy. While data-driven 
insights allow organisations to tailor communications 
more effectively, firms must ensure that engagement 
strategies remain transparent, fair and compliant with 
regulatory expectations.

Another topic explored was the empowerment of 
frontline teams. Panellists agreed that giving customer-
facing staff greater autonomy to make decisions can 
improve customer outcomes, provided appropriate 
governance and risk frameworks are in place.

Looking ahead, the discussion concluded that 
organisations must continue investing in technology, 
data insight and staff training to ensure that customer 
engagement strategies remain effective, ethical and 
sustainable.
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Engaging people to drive better outcomes: 
insights from staff & behavioural science

Robbie Hunter-Paul, Remain Strong

The final session of the day focused on the human 
dimension of collections and the importance of 
supporting the wellbeing and resilience of employees 
working within the sector.

Robbie Hunter-Paul delivered an engaging and 
interactive presentation on the role of behavioural 
science in improving performance and wellbeing 
within high-pressure environments.

Drawing on psychological frameworks such as the 
Chimp Paradox, Hunter-Paul explained how emotional 
responses and stress can influence decision-making 
and behaviour. By developing awareness of these 
psychological processes, individuals can build greater 
resilience and maintain better control in challenging 
situations.

The session also explored the impact of an “always-
on” digital culture. Continuous connectivity, 
information overload and external pressures can 

contribute to increased stress levels, particularly for 
professionals working in customer-facing roles.

Hunter-Paul shared practical techniques designed to 
help individuals manage stress and improve focus, 
including breathing exercises, mindfulness practices 
and habit-building strategies. Organisations were 
encouraged to invest in wellbeing programmes that 
support both professional performance and personal 
resilience.

Survey results from coeo UK wellbeing initiatives 
demonstrate the positive impact such programmes 
can have, with the majority of participants reporting 
improved understanding of wellbeing and stronger 
alignment with company culture. 

The session concluded with a reminder that 
organisations prioritising employee wellbeing are 
better positioned to deliver sustainable performance 
and more empathetic customer engagement.
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The UK Customer Focus Summit 2026 highlighted the 
importance of collaboration, innovation and responsible 
leadership within the collections and credit management 
sectors.

Several key themes emerged throughout the day:

•	 The economic environment continues to create 
financial pressures for many consumers, requiring 
organisations to develop more sophisticated data-
driven approaches to risk management and customer 
support.

•	 Technological innovation, including artificial 
intelligence and digital engagement tools, is 
transforming how organisations interact with 
customers and manage collections operations.

•	 Regulatory expectations and evolving customer 
attitudes mean that organisations must continue 
to prioritise transparency, fairness and responsible 
engagement practices.

•	 The wellbeing and capability of frontline staff remain 
central to delivering positive customer outcomes and 
sustaining long-term organisational performance.

By bringing together industry leaders, technology 
providers and behavioural experts, the Summit reinforced 
the value of open dialogue and shared learning across the 
sector.

coeo UK remains committed to facilitating these 
conversations and supporting the continued evolution of 
responsible, customer-focused collections practices.
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