
Identifying & Engaging with 
Vulnerable Customers

During an Economic Crisis

Insights for Discovering the Humans in Your Data



Live in neighborhoods 
with a high rate of 
vacant dwellings

What 
Customer
Characteristics 
Correlate with 
Economic 
Vulnerability? 

*Note that risk and correlation with specific characteristics may vary by region.

According to our research, customers with the highest risk* 
of missing bill payments during an economic crisis include 
those who:

Are in their 20s and 
30s

Earn limited or no 
income

Live in neighborhoods 
where at least 1/4 of 

residents identify as Black 
or African-American

Live in neighborhoods that 
report a significant 

percentage of residents 
living below the federal 

poverty line

Have a person with 
a disability living in 

their household

Are single heads of 
household with a higher 
than-average number of 

dependents relying on them



Not All 
Low-Income 
Customers 
Are Alike

Two low-income customers may appear, on paper, to be very 
similar. But scratch the surface and you find that drastic 
differences exist between them, making it necessary to 
approach and serve them in extremely different ways.

Customer A:
Retired homeowner 

who receives a 
consistent monthly 
government check. 

Customer B:
Young, single 
bartender who 
earns an 
inconsistent, 
variable income.



Which 
Customers 
May Be 
Newly 
Vulnerable?

When millions of middle-class workers are furloughed, laid 
off, or have their hours cut, as happened during the COVID 
crisis, it doesn’t take long for them to hit financial hardship. 

Consider these statistics:
● 59 percent of Americans live paycheck to paycheck (Investopedia.com)
● The average American’s mortgage payment is $1,030/month (Lendingtree.com), 
● The average American household carries $5,700 in credit card debt 

(Valuepenguin.com)
● The average college-educated American needs 20 years to pay off a school loan 

(cnbc.com)
● 18 percent of six-figure wage earners live paycheck to paycheck (Investopedia.com)

https://www.investopedia.com/articles/personal-finance/091015/why-high-earners-still-live-paychecktopaycheck.asp
https://www.lendingtree.com/home/mortgage/national-average-monthly-mortgage-payment/
https://www.valuepenguin.com/average-credit-card-debt
https://www.cnbc.com/2019/05/23/cengage-how-long-it-takes-college-grads-to-pay-off-student-debt.html
https://www.investopedia.com/articles/personal-finance/091015/why-high-earners-still-live-paychecktopaycheck.asp


Which 
Customers 
May Be 
Newly 
Vulnerable?

Many middle income earners were able to hang on through 
the initial weeks of COVID business closures. But, with 
savings running low and debts mounting, people just like 
these were not able to cover all that was due, so they 
needed to get onto payment plans or receive assistance 
asap in order to survive.



Customer Balance Risk Zones

!$

GREEN
Customers most likely 
to pay in full or in part, 

carrying a balance 
between $0-$300*

YELLOW
Customers more likely 

to pay in part.  They 
carry a balance of 

$300-$1K*

RED
Customers carry a 

balance over $1K* and 
are more likely to 

never pay
  

*Thresholds are based on one utility’s data in one geographic region.  Precise zone 
threshold numbers will vary depending on region, company, and customer data.



Customer Balance Risk Zones

!$
Keep your customers out of the The Red Zone!  

Be on the lookout for customers who’ve slid into The Yellow Zone, and be sure to reach 
out to them NOW with offers of payment plans, help signing up for assistance programs, 
energy efficiency advice, or even enrollment in budget billing.

They need any intervention they can get to stay afloat.  If they reach The Red Zone, they 
are not likely to recover.



Engagement Priority: 
Assistance Programs

Get in touch with customers who have rolled off of assistance 
programs: 
● Data shows that these customers have not suddenly achieved 

financial independence
● Too much paperwork prevents them from re-enrolling
● Generate simpler, self-serve solutions for enrollment

Educate newly vulnerable customers about assistance programs: 
● These are people who have likely never navigated assistance 

programs before
● They may not realize they are now eligible for crisis grants, relief 

funding or cash payments
● Likewise, they may have never explored budget billing or payment 

plan options, which could make all the difference right now

Make it simple to enroll and re-enroll in assistance programs: 
● Too often, assistance program information gets buried deep inside 

web pages or requires in-person meetings with intake coordinators
● Put information about programs in prominent places so that customers 

are empowered to educate themselves



Engagement Method 
Insights

A majority of at-risk customers are young (in their 20s-40s) 
and digitally engaged. 
● This age group is also more likely to earn a variable, inconsistent 

income, making them vulnerable to seasonal or crisis-related 
economic hardship

Whenever possible, replace enrollment guidelines that use 
1-800 numbers and snail mail with website, homepage, or 
mobile phone engagement.
● One company’s research reports that 70 percent of people prefer text 

to phone calls on a company website or app*
● And that customer satisfaction rates are 25 percent higher for 

chatting and messaging than for calling* 

Automated text alerts reach more people, yield higher 
response rates, and require fewer human resources. 
● Another company generated a 50% response rate in program 

enrollment after it launched an SMS alert system**

*LivePerson.com  
**DollarEnergy.org



Preparing for a Crisis 
Customer Engagement 

Initiative

Understand your customer data. What are major bill 
payment patterns among your customers? 
● For example, who is likely to pay late occasionally? Frequently? 

Who is more likely to enter the dunning process? 
● This data can help you intervene to prevent downward spirals

Create customer personas based on their billpay 
behavior.
● What are the socioeconomic descriptors of specific billpay 

groups? 
● How do they engage with your company? 
● What programs are they enrolled in? 

Find your company’s “customer balance risk zones.”
● Once you’ve begun analyzing your customer data, determine 

specific green, yellow, and red customer balance zones for 
your company/region. 

● Prioritize engagement with customers in the yellow zone, as 
their balances are in danger of growing too high.



Preparing for a Crisis 
Customer Engagement 

Initiative

Identify specific channels for engaging with each 
persona. 
● One group of customers who pays late frequently may be young 

and married to their smartphone. Another may be older and still 
use a landline to call friends.

● Understanding these preferences is crucial for effective 
engagement.

Think about augmenting your current engagement 
strategy with digital tools. 
● Late-paying customers not picking up the phone? Ignoring snail 

mail? If they’re like 70% of Americans,* they may respond better 
to email or text notifications

Partner with local organizations to engage with 
hard-to-reach customers. 
● Once you’ve identified where your vulnerable customers live, 

providing information about assistance programs to community 
centers, food pantries, places of worship, and other 
organizations can help to close the communication gap

*LivePerson.com



We’re here to help.
BlastPoint helps companies discover, target and engage the humans in their data. Our user-intuitive software platform 
is customizable, interactive, and stays constantly up to date, making it easy for Sales, Marketing and Customer Service 
teams to use for different business initiatives. 

Driven by a team of expert technologists, data gurus, graphics masters, and marketing strategists, BlastPoint is 
dedicated to placing data at your fingertips, building tools that deliver insights to help your company grow smarter, 
faster. 

BlastPoint has helped utilities across North America understand their internal data, engage with customers more 
effectively, and get results. Our data-driven personas have saved utilities millions of dollars by enabling them to 
achieve their revenue targets in paperless billing enrollment, EV infrastructure expansion, preventing default payments, 
and more.

Ready to start identifying and engaging with at-risk customers? Get ahead of the 
imminent billpay crisis with BlastPoint’s data-driven customer personas. Email us 
today at sales@blastpoint.io


