AFSA Vulnerability Framework - EARG’s response
(submitted)

e AFSA’s Draft Vulnerability Framework here
e (AFSA is Australian Financial Security Authority, Govt dept responsible for bankruptcy &
debt agreements)
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What does vulnerability mean to you?

We support AFSA’s approach of recognising that:
e anyone can be vulnerable at some point in their lives, and
e circumstances which mean some people are vulnerable, doesn’t mean that everyone in
those circumstances is vulnerable.

We suggest consideration of terms used in communications and caution against relying too
much on willingness to provide good customer service alone.

While not directly applicable to AFSA’s role, the definition used by the Essential Services
Commission in Victoria could be adapted because it focuses on barriers rather than individual
characteristics:

“A person experiencing, or at risk of experiencing, vulnerability is someone who experiences
barriers to accessing or engaging in the essential services we regulate or administer. As a result
of those barriers, that person experiences economic and/or social exclusion or harm. Barriers
include event- based circumstances, systemic factors and market-based factors.” (Essential
Services Commmission (Vic), 2021, Getting to fair: Breaking down barriers to essential
services, p3.)

Importantly, the ESC says it will use the term “vulnerable” when communicating its legislative
functions, but uses terms such as “resilience, wellbeing, equity, accessibility, inclusion and
fairness” when communicating about customer issues. AFSA’s Framework could similarly
mention that the term “customer vulnerability” is used to communicate its processes internally
and with external stakeholders, but clarify that this term is not one that AFSA would use in
communications with users or the public.

While important to recognise that many of us can be vulnerable at some point, this doesn’t
mean that intending to provide good service to all users is an adequate response. For example,
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the telecommunications regulator ACMA, recently criticised one business which “advised that
its training is designed to identify the needs of all consumers, and that through this process
(and others), the needs of vulnerable consumers will be identified and met.” ACMA found that
the generic approach to training “fails to grasp the specific needs of vulnerable consumers”.
(ACMA 2021, Assisting and protecting vulnerable customers - Audit of telco approaches to
compliance with Telecommunications Consumer Protections Code Rules, p6

How could AFSA better identify vulnerable users?

Many , if not most, AFSA users are vulnerable due to being in financial stress, which can cause
other problems which increase vulnerability. (For example, the Commonwealth Government’s
health information website, healthdirect.gov.au, says “Money worries are one of the main
sources of stress in Australia, and can lead to relationship problems, depression or
anxiety.")

Rather than starting by trying to identify certain users, AFSA should

e Start from the premise that all users could be vulnerable;

e Consult experts about the challenges faced, and needs, of particular users (such as those
from non-English speaking backgrounds, with disability, mental illness or facing
domestic and family violence); and

e Analyse AFSA’s services to identify points in the processes or “customer journeys”
where risks could arise for various users.

The points at which these risks or harms arise may be different depending on a customer’s
personal circumstances, so identifying these points in the process would require an
understanding of the nature of different forms of vulnerability/needs, which could be gained
through training and by seeking input from specialist groups/services.

Priority should be to improve processes as much as possible to reduce harms to people
experiencing vulnerability because AFSA will never be able to identify all users experiencing
vulnerability.

We note and commend a comment made by the CEO in the introduction about designing
processes (“We must make sure our processes do not create harm, increase barriers, or cause
unnecessary stress for our users. Designing our services for people experiencing vulnerability
will benefit all users”), and AFSA’s commitment to “redesign services end-to-end” (p15) but
suggest a clearer statement should be made in the framework about design and on-going
review of services, taking into account where risks and harms could arise for users experiencing
various forms of vulnerability.



Our experience suggests that organisations that commit to improving responses to vulnerable
customers, will gradually improve their ability to identify potentially vulnerable customers.

If AFSA provides appropriate training, and undertakes ongoing reviews and system
improvement, AFSA will develop an understanding of how vulnerable circumstances might be
identified in the context of AFSA’s processes.

AFSA should ensure the term “users” adequately covers people affected by AFSA’s services, for
example including spouses, or ex-spouses, of bankrupts.

Some of the risks identified by our members for users experiencing domestic and family
violence include:

e Details appearing on public registers (we understand that the process has been recently
amended to reduce this risk);

e Lodging a debtor’s petition without adequate advice, for example without being aware
they could have a remedy against an ex-partner in the Family Court;

e Inability to provide required information because they don’t know what debts are in
their name and/or their ex-partner holds relevant documentation and the user risks
safety to seek that documentation;

e An ex-partner of the bankrupt has/is experiencing abuse from the bankrupt, is living in
jointly owned property;

e People who have experienced abuse and have debts in their name or are added as
company directors who are unaware of their financial or legal position.

How can AFSA improve our interactions with vulnerable users (including conversations with
our call centre staff and case managers)?

Specific responses and staff training are required to respond to various circumstances including
mental health, disability and domestic and family violence. For example, without specific
training, staff are unlikely to fully comprehend the impact of coercive control on a person’s
ability to control their financial situation.

Where the framework refers to a culture of empathy and lists points regarding compassionate,
helpful and tailored service (page 7), there should be mention of staff training (front-line and
management) to better understand the nature of various areas of vulnerability.

AFSA also needs to think about the vulnerability of their own staff in dealing with clients experiencing
vulnerability. It is important to ensure that managers can support staff who are in direct contact
with users and who may be affected from conversations with users and need support (for
example hearing a customer story about abuse.) Some businesses (for example Yarra Valley
Water) have a system where another person can quickly join a phone call and can, for example,
call for help where the customer is threatening self-harm.



Assisting people experiencing vulnerability is likely to take a longer time than average, so it is
important that this is recognised in staff targets or KPls.

We encourage AFSA to continue to engage with other organisations, both community and
business. Many financial services and utilities have experience in this space, and businesses
share expertise and resources through forums such as Thriving Communities Partnership.

We are pleased to see AFSA identify the risk of people receiving poor advice, and the need to
refer to trusted third parties.

It is important that all bankruptcy trustees and Part IX administrators are able to respond to
users experiencing vulnerability. We would like to know how AFSA can influence these private
entities to develop better responses to users experiencing vulnerability.

How can AFSA ensure the information we provide (e.g. our website information, forms,
resources, letters/emails) meets the needs of vulnerable users?

We believe other organisations are better able to respond to this question.

How can AFSA ensure our processes and systems (e.g. online portals, offline processes) meet
the needs of vulnerable users?

We strongly support accessible off-line experience as mentioned in the framework. We have
heard that the move to digital Bankruptcy forms has made it very difficult for a group of clients
experiencing vulnerability. We see it as a challenge for AFSA to deliver increased digitalisation while still
ensuring accessibility off-line, but it is vital that this is achieved.

What support services would be helpful for AFSA to refer vulnerable users to (e.g. community
organisations, information, government services)?

Our view is that providing too many referral options for staff can create confusion and it is
preferable to have a limited number of options, unless AFSA has a relationship, or an
understanding, of the work of an agency (which we would encourage). We developed a
guideline for businesses referring users experiencing family violence which explains this
approach. https://eargorgau.files.wordpress.com/2017/03/referrals-good-practice-190917.pdf

We would encourage AFSA to engage with financial counsellors (peak body Financial
Counselling Australia), Legal Aid in each state and community legal services regarding financial
issues, legal issues or financial abuse.

Do you have any other feedback on AFSA’s draft Vulnerability Framework?


https://eargorgau.files.wordpress.com/2017/03/referrals-good-practice-190917.pdf

The Economic Abuse Reference Group is an informal group of Australian community
organisations which influences government and industry responses to the financial impact of
domestic and family violence. Our members include domestic and family violence services,
community legal services and financial counselling services.

We may be able to help link AFSA up with relevant services, or to provide further feedback from
our member organisations.

We look forward to seeing how this is applied in practice and look forward to further input.



