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1. Introduction 
Energy is an essential service, required for everyday life. However, it can be difficult for people 
experiencing vulnerability to meet their energy needs. These consumers may also find it difficult to 
access the supports available to them. 

Understanding vulnerability 
In the AER’s Towards energy equity – a strategy for an inclusive energy market, we define 
vulnerability as circumstances that mean a person may be less able to protect or represent 
their interests, engage effectively and/or are more likely to suffer detriment. This includes having 
insufficient capacity to pay for energy use. This experience of vulnerability may stem from: 

• characteristics of the energy sector or products (such as complexity) 

• individual circumstances, such as low income or lived experience of disability, family violence, 
and/or mental ill health. 

Anyone can experience vulnerability at any time. The experience of vulnerability is complex, 
varied, and impacts people in different ways for different periods of time. Vulnerability can impact 
a person’s ability to comprehend, communicate and take action. This can exclude people from 
markets, make it challenging to access services, reduce consumers’ ability to represent their 
interests, and cause or exacerbate mental ill health or financial detriment. 

Poor business practice or service delivery can increase harm to those at risk of or experiencing 
vulnerability, but good practice and inclusive service delivery can reduce harm. There is significant 
opportunity for energy service providers to put in place better practices to help identify and support 
consumers experiencing vulnerability earlier. 

There is evidence that this not only improves outcomes for consumers, but also benefits businesses. 
If assistance is provided early, consumers are less likely to accrue high levels of debt, be disconnected 
and experience harm – ultimately reducing the burden of bad debts on energy businesses. Good 
practices also increase consumer trust in energy businesses, with benefits for customer loyalty, 
advocacy, retention and growth. 

The support provided to a consumer experiencing vulnerability can be a ‘moment of truth’ in their 
journey with a business – a poor experience in this moment can be perceived as a service failure, 
potentially damaging the relationship with that customer for good. However, a good experience can 
strengthen the relationship, reducing the risk of consumer harm in the long term. 

We know that the strength of the relationship an energy service provider has with their customer is a 
critical factor in identifying vulnerability early, especially when the signs aren’t obvious and businesses 
are reliant on customers self-identifying as vulnerable. Unfortunately, there are many barriers to customers 
doing this, requiring energy service providers to take a more proactive role in building trust and 
identifying vulnerability. 

Some service providers and industry organisations are already taking considerable steps to identify 
and support consumers experiencing vulnerability. We have drawn on some of these examples 
as illustrative case studies to demonstrate how better practices can be implemented to improve 
outcomes for consumers. We have also looked at examples from beyond the Australian energy 
sector, to show how businesses in other sectors are implementing the better practice principles. 
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Purpose of the toolkit 
This toolkit is Action 2 in our Towards energy equity – a strategy for an inclusive energy market. 
In the strategy, we committed to collaborate with consumer-facing energy businesses and consumer 
stakeholders to understand what is already working well and identify where there may be gaps in 
understanding or techniques in the identification of vulnerability. 

This toolkit has been informed by existing research and guidance, consumer journey mapping 
workshops with retailers and financial counsellors, conversations with select energy retailers and 
distributors, and workshops with consumer advocates and representatives. It aims to share insights 
that consumer-facing energy businesses (including energy retailers) can adapt to their specific context. 
We hope that these insights will help energy service providers improve their ability to identify and 
engage with consumers experiencing a broader range of vulnerable circumstances. The insights are 
intended to be a resource to help energy service providers play a more proactive role in identifying 
vulnerability, including by supporting their customers to identify themselves by sharing their 
experiences of vulnerability. 

Disclaimer 
Energy service providers have legal obligations in relation to identifying and engaging with 
customers experiencing vulnerability, including customers affected by family violence and 
customers experiencing hardship or other payment difficulties. This toolkit is not intended to be, 
and does not constitute, advice to businesses about their compliance obligations. The toolkit 
addresses a range of circumstances and practices that can affect customers experiencing 
vulnerability, rather than focusing on legal obligations. If there is any inconsistency between this 
toolkit and a statutory obligation (under the National Energy Retail Law, the National Energy Retail 
Rules, or otherwise), the statutory obligation remains unaffected and continues to apply. 

Structure of the toolkit 
In the following sections, insights are summarised under 6 better practice principles: 

• Build an organisational culture focused on strong customer relationships and better consumer outcomes 

• Design for all consumers 

• Deliver customer service that engages effectively with vulnerability 

• Collaborate with other organisations 

• Use data to improve consumer outcomes 

• Commit to continuously improving consumer experiences and outcomes. 

These principles work together to improve outcomes for energy consumers and help ensure that 
consumers experiencing vulnerability are identified and supported as early as possible. Each principle 
is explained through: 

• a consumer story that illustrates the potential impact on customer experiences and outcomes 

• better practice findings from research and consultation 

• industry case studies with practical examples of how the principle can be implemented 

• a summary of how you can put the principle into practice in your organisation. 

A summary of some additional useful resources is provided at the end of the toolkit, after the better 
practice principles. 
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How to use the toolkit 
The principles presented in this toolkit are designed to work together. Rather than prioritise one 
principle over another, think about how you might make progress towards better practice by setting 
goals and taking actions that address all the principles. 

To help you get started, we have provided some additional resources alongside this toolkit, including: 

• a flexible presentation slide deck with practical exercises to help you share the insights and ideas in 
this toolkit with others in your organisation. 

• a printable poster, for you and your colleagues to use as a quick-reference guide. 

The consumer stories and industry case studies are illustrative examples only – they do not represent 
the full range of consumer experiences or potential actions. In implementing the principles, you should 
draw on the lived experiences of your own customers and your own organisational insights. 

None of us can solve consumer vulnerability, but we all have a role to play in reducing the risk of 
vulnerability and helping consumers experiencing vulnerability have better experiences in the energy 
market. The infographic below shows how people at different levels of your organisation can help 
improve outcomes for consumers. 

Driving better practice at every level of your organisation 

WHO THEIR ROLE 

The Board / Senior 
Executive Team 

• Ensure that consumer outcomes are central to your 
organisational culture. 

• Make identifying and supporting consumers experiencing 
vulnerability a strategic organisational priority. 

Other leaders • Ensure that consumer outcomes are central to your 
team’s culture. 

• Establish policies and procedures that align with the better 
practice principles. 

Service and 
system designers 

• Understand the diverse needs of your customers and the staff 
who engage with them. 

• Ensure that services and systems are designed and continuously 
improved with these needs in mind. 

Frontline and 
service staff 

• Be mindful of every opportunity to identify vulnerability. 

• Ensure that consumers have safe and supportive experiences 
when interacting with your organisation. 
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Amari has 
received an 
unexpected 
bill for major 
repairs to 
her car, which 
she uses 
on a daily 
basis.

She won’t be able 
to pay her 
quarterly energy 
bill on time …

but the 
idea of 
calling her 
retailer to 
ask for an 
extension 
is very 
stressful .

Amari is 
surprised and 
delighted to 
find that the 
customer 
service agent 
seems to really 
care about her 
situation.

How am I going 
to manage?

It's great to 
know I can make 

a difference!
Rachel lives with 
her parents, who 
speak a language 
other than English 
at home. She is 
happy to help 
them manage 
things and has 
taken on the role 
of an authorised 
representative 
for their energy 
account. 

Rachel has to travel for work for an 
extended period of time so she 
contacts the company to let them 
know about her family's situation.

They arrange 
for an 
interpreter to 
help Rachel’s 
parents 
manage the 
account while 
Rachel is away.

 I can't leave 
without making 
sure they'll be 

OK.

您好, 我是您
电力公司Ô您
çz的翻Ì...

Lee is seeking 
food relief from a 
local organisation 
as a result of 
acute financial 
hardship. 

They recognise 
he needs 
holistic support 
and connect him 
with a financial 
counsellor.

His other providers 
reach out to offer 
him support.

What 
a 

relief! 

COMMUNITY
FOOD
BANK

All welcome

COMMUNITY
FOOD
BANK

All welcome

He receives his next bill , before 
the surgery and notices that 
the PDF has been made more 
accessible.  His screen reader 
is able to read the whole bill 
clearly, and he hears that he 
might be able to save money on 
a cheaper plan. 

After decades 
of serving her 
community as 
a teacher, Cora 
has recently 
retired and 
eligible for the 
aged pension.

They reach out to her to discuss 
her new circumstances. 

They put Cora on a better 
energy plan and make sure she is 
receiving the right concessions.

It’s 
good 

to know 
I'm making 
the most 
of what 
I have.

MonitorinG tRenDs in 
tHeIr cusTomer data tHe 
retaIler has obSerVed 
tHat tHis kinD of cRedit 
is becominG an 
inCreAsinG isSuE for 
tHeIr cusTomerS 
exPeriEnCinG 
vulNerability. TheY have 
esTabLisHed a pRojecT 
to upDate tHeIr bilLinG 
sysTemS to enabLe 
tHem to idenTify wHen a 
cusTomer has paId tHeIr 
bilL witH a buY now  

HamisH losT his 
onGoInG emPloYmenT 
durinG tHe panDemic, 
anD has beEn worKinG 
casuAl hosPitality anD 
gig economy jobS to 
make enDs meEt.

InSteAd of seEkinG 
supPorT fRom his 
retaIler, he has 
beEn managinG his 
enerGy bilLs by 
makinG sacRifices 
in otHer areAs of 
his life – he has 
limited his sociAl 
acTivitiEs, 
severely 
resTricTed his 
heAtinG anD 
coOlinG, anD 
reduced his 
sPenDinG on otHer 
esSenTiAlS sucH as 
foOd.  

BecaUse of his 
inSecure 
emPloYmenT, he 
has used eItHer 
paYdaY loAnS or 
buY now paY later 
serVices to paY 
for his 
gRoceriEs anD 
utilitiEs wHen he 
finDs himSelF 
sHorT, getTinG 
himSelF inTo debT 
tHat he sTrugGles 
to paY ofF. 

2. Better practice principles 

Build an organisational culture focused on strong 
customer relationships and better consumer outcomes 
Cultivate an organisational culture and operating environment 
focused on identifying and improving outcomes for consumers 
experiencing vulnerability. 

Design for all consumers 
Ensure all consumers can access fair and flexible services 
and support. 

Deliver customer service that engages 
effectively with vulnerability 
Build organisational capability to identify and support consumers 
experiencing vulnerability. 

Collaborate with other organisations 
Develop relationships within and across sectors to holistically 
identify and support consumers experiencing vulnerability. 

Use data to improve consumer outcomes 
Make better use of data to identify and support consumers 
experiencing vulnerability. 

Commit to continuously improving consumer 
experiences and outcomes 
Regularly seek, test and implement new ways of doing things 
to drive improvements for consumers. 
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Amari has 
received an 
unexpected 
bill for major 
repairs to 
her car, which 
she uses 
daily. 

She won’t be able 
to pay her 
quarterly energy 
bill on time … 

but the 
idea of 
calling her 
retailer to 
ask for an 
extension 
is very 
stressful . 

Amari is 
surprised and 
delighted to 
find that the 
customer 
service agent 
seems to really 
care about her 
situation. 

How am I going 
to manage? 

It's great to 
know I can make 

a difference! 

2.1 Build an organisational culture focused on strong 
customer relationships and better consumer outcomes 
This principle is about energy service providers cultivating an organisational culture and operating 
environment focused on identifying and improving outcomes for consumers experiencing vulnerability. 

Better practice in action 
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Better practice in action 

Amari has received an unexpected bill for major repairs to her car, which she uses daily 
to get to work and take her children to and from school. She won’t be able to pay her 
quarterly energy bill on time but finds the idea of calling her retailer to ask for an extension 
very stressful. As the sole provider and caregiver to her family, she has to somehow find 
time to call within business hours. She is also ashamed about not being able to pay her 
bill and dreads having to justify and explain why she can’t pay it on time. When she finds 
time to make the call, she is surprised and delighted to find that the customer service 
agent on the other end of the call seems to really care about her situation. Not only do they 
believe her, but they take the time to understand her situation and offer support that fits her 
circumstances. The customer service agent feels confident and positive at the end of the 
call because they feel like they have made a genuine difference for this customer. They know 
that this is a priority for their business because it is mentioned frequently by leaders and 
managers, is stated explicitly in organisational policies and communications, and is built into 
their performance reviews. 

Better practice findings 
One of the challenges for businesses in detecting vulnerability is relying on people to self-identify 
as vulnerable, which we know often doesn’t work. Energy service providers need to take a more 
proactive role in identifying vulnerability, and a consumer-centric organisational culture is crucial to 
achieve this. Many organisations know the importance of customer centricity in driving customer 
satisfaction, brand loyalty and growth. However, developing a consumer-centric organisational culture 
is also an important foundation for identifying consumers in vulnerable situations and improving the 
outcomes they experience. 

Consumer-centric organisational culture, systems and processes 
Organisations that embed a consumer-centric culture built on genuine understanding, empathy and 
trust (both of and from their customers) will be better able to identify and respond to vulnerability. 
This culture needs to be championed at the executive level and embedded by leaders at all levels 
to ensure that company culture, governance, processes and systems are set up in a way that 
not only allows, but actively encourages and supports, everyone in the organisation to prioritise 
consumers’ welfare. Senior leadership can reinforce a culture of ensuring good outcomes for 
consumers by taking them into consideration in product and service design and delivery. This 
includes ensuring the organisation has the capability and capacity to effectively support consumers 
experiencing vulnerability. Being ‘customer-centric’ does not mean that 'the customer is always right' 
or that organisations should do whatever the customer tells them to do. Rather, it means helping 
customers to understand their rights, risks and responsibilities in clear and supportive ways. 
Consumer-centred culture enables customers to make informed decisions about their situation 
based on what will work best for them. 

Shared understanding of vulnerability 
Developing and embedding a shared understanding of vulnerability in an organisation will support 
everyone in the organisation to better recognise and identify vulnerability in customer data and 
interactions. This would include clearly articulating to staff how their actions may impact consumers 
in their market, considering what may be required to provide the right support for consumers, 
and developing policies and procedures that can be implemented to enable this. 
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Case study 

Creating a framework for customers experiencing vulnerability at NAB1 

The National Australia Bank (NAB)'s Group Strategy describes detailed objectives associated 
with customer and community support, including supporting customers experiencing 
vulnerability. Their most recent Framework for Customers Experiencing Vulnerability details 
specific initiatives to support consumers experiencing vulnerability across all business areas, 
has measurable performance indicators and timelines, and allocates responsible senior 
executives to oversee progress towards specific goals. The framework is communicated and 
understood throughout the whole organisation, with a focus on how cultivating shared value 
drives its business strategy. 

A key focus area for the revised framework is identifying vulnerability earlier and taking 
action. To achieve this, there is a specific goal to support the capability of frontline staff to 
recognise vulnerability through clear processes and targeted training and resources. Another 
key initiative is its financial hardship program, NAB Care. NAB Care is integrated into NAB’s 
collections department, and staff are equipped with training from mental health organisation 
Lifeline to readily spot and manage customers experiencing financial hardship. 

A Harvard Business School case study on NAB’s approach indicates that it has helped over 
100,000 Australians in financial distress get back to good credit standing and has also saved 
NAB more than $80 million in bad debt as a direct result of the program’s early contact with 
customers.2 NAB also consistently ranks highly in banking customer satisfaction surveys.3 

Principle in practice 
• Make sure the organisation’s culture, systems and processes embed fair, flexible and empathetic 

treatment of consumers, accepting customer stories in the first instance. 

• Create a shared understanding of vulnerability within the organisation. 

• Develop strategies to identify vulnerability early, including where it may be difficult to detect. 

• Clearly outline expectations for all employees in identifying and addressing vulnerability. 

• Link the organisation’s objectives and actions in identifying and assisting vulnerable consumers, 
ensuring alignment from company strategic documents to operational policies and procedures. 

• Emphasise awareness of vulnerability throughout the business, encouraging leaders at all levels 
(including the board, senior executives and middle management) to actively promote and 
communicate the importance of identifying and supporting consumers experiencing vulnerability. 

• Ensure the organisation has the necessary skills and resources to fulfill its business objectives and 
activities related to identifying and supporting consumers experiencing vulnerability. 

1   National Australia Bank, Framework for Customers Experiencing Vulnerability 2024–2026, 2024. 
2 MR Kramer and H Foley, National Australia Bank: Looking Out for the Customer, Harvard Business School Case 719-417, 2018   

(Revised March 2019). 
3 Canstar, Banking Customer Satisfaction Awards, 2024. 

https://www.nab.com.au/content/dam/nabrwd/documents/guides/corporate/customer-vulnerability-framework-24-26.pdf
https://www.nab.com.au/content/dam/nabrwd/documents/guides/corporate/customer-vulnerability-framework-24-26.pdf
https://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Pages/item.aspx?num=55021
https://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Pages/item.aspx?num=55021
https://www.canstar.com.au/star-ratings-awards/most-satisfied-customers-banking-awards/
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Case study 

Improving accountability and refocusing on consumer outcomes by appointing 
a Chief Customer Advocate at Telstra4 

In 2021 the Federal Court ordered Telstra to pay a $50 million penalty for engaging in 
unconscionable conduct related to selling mobile contracts to Indigenous consumers in 3 
states and territories, in proceedings brought by the ACCC. Later that year, Telstra appointed 
Teresa Corbin as Telstra’s first Chief Customer Advocate. Teresa joined Telstra after a 
long career as a consumer advocate, including as CEO of the Australian Communications 
Customer Action Network (ACCAN) for over a decade. 

The role of Telstra’s Chief Customer Advocate is to provide an independent ‘voice of the 
customer’, champion the needs of customers in vulnerable circumstances, and hold Telstra 
to account in treating customers in a fair, reasonable and responsible way. By elevating 
the voice of the customer to the most senior levels of the organisation, Telstra is better 
positioned to build products, services, systems and processes that are fairer, including for 
consumers experiencing vulnerability. 

Telstra has since made changes, such as offering alternative payment methods to direct 
debit, removing lock-in contracts and charges for excess data, no longer selling debt to third-
party companies, and making information about hardship support more accessible on their 
website. Telstra has also improved sales practices by restructuring sales commissions away 
from individual incentives, with a balanced scorecard approach that also considers meeting 
compliance requirements and getting positive feedback directly from customers. 

Customer advocates have been appointed by energy businesses to better understand and 
address customer pain points and to provide a pathway for financial counsellors to escalate 
complaints.5 However, customer advocates can also elevate the customer voice and bring 
consumer perspectives directly to senior leadership.6 This can help ensure that organisational 
strategies are better aligned to consumer interests and support a more consumer-centric 
culture at all levels of the organisation. 

4   Telstra, Chief Customer Advocate Report on Customer Vulnerability: 2023, 2023. 
5   Ausgrid, 2020 Energy Charter Disclosure Report, 2020. 
6 Energy Charter, Customer Voice @ Board Level: Resource for Company Directors, 2021. 

https://www.telstra.com.au/content/dam/tcom/about-us/community-environment/pdf/telstra-chief-customer-advocate-report-on-customer-vulnerability.pdf
https://www.ausgrid.com.au/-/media/Documents/In-your-community/energy-charter/Energy-Charter-Disclosure-2020.pdf
https://www.theenergycharter.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Customer-Voice-Board-Level-Resource_FINAL.pdf
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Before the surgery, he receives 
his next energy bill and notices 
that the PDF has been made 
more accessible. He is able to 
read the whole bill clearly with 
his screen reader, and he hears 
that he might be able to save 
money on a cheaper plan. 

Remi is worried about managing 
his bills while he recovers from 
an upcoming surgery to prevent 
further sight loss. 

When he calls his provider to ask about the 
cheaper plan, he mentions the surgery. The 
customer service agent says they will note 
this on Remi's file for the upcoming bill 
period while he is still recovering in case 
of any issues with his next bill .   

How will 
I stay on top 
of everything 

while I'm 
recovering? 

That's 
one less 
thing to 
worry 
about. 

2.2 Design for all consumers 
This principle is about energy service providers ensuring that all consumers can access fair and flexible 
services and support. 

Better practice in action 
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Better practice in action 

Remi is worried about managing his bills while he recovers from an upcoming surgery to 
prevent further sight loss. He finds that his utility bills often aren’t accessible for someone 
with low vision. However, when he receives his next bill, he notices that the PDF has been 
made more accessible. He is able to read the whole bill clearly with his screen reader, and 
hears that he might be able to save money on a cheaper plan. He calls his provider, who 
puts him on the cheaper plan. During the call, he mentions his upcoming surgery. The 
customer service agent says they will note this on his file for the upcoming bill period in case 
of any issues. In the meantime, he receives the documentation for his new plan and it is all 
accessible via his screen reader. Remi trusts his provider more because they have improved 
their communication with him and even helped him reduce his energy costs. He takes 
comfort knowing that his provider is now aware of his circumstances and will follow up by 
phone if there are any issues with his next bill while he is recovering from his surgery. 

Better practice findings 
The way services are designed and delivered can either mitigate or contribute to consumer vulnerability 
and harm.7 When services are overly complex or not accessible, consumers with different backgrounds, 
experiences and needs may struggle to understand and access the service or support best suited 
to them.8 This can alienate consumers from their energy service providers, increasing the difficulty of 
identifying consumers experiencing vulnerability. 

However, difficulties experienced by many consumers can be headed off by proactively understanding, 
anticipating and addressing their needs through inclusive service design. Inclusive design can ensure 
services are accessible and can facilitate an environment in which consumers experiencing 
vulnerability are better able to be identified. It can also help ensure that those who are not identified 
as experiencing vulnerability are better able to access services and support.9 

Inclusive service design is generally considered to be an effective way to improve outcomes for 
all consumers, leading to greater overall customer satisfaction and reduced harm.10 The Centre 
for Inclusive Design has estimated that designing for ‘edge users’ (or those with specific needs) 
can actually benefit 3 to 4 times as many customers as the intended audience.11 The International 
Organization for Standardization recommends inclusive service design be considered at all stages 
of service delivery and across all consumer touchpoints.12 

7 Ofgem, Decision on Consumer Vulnerability Strategy 2025, 2019, p. 61. See also: C Fitzpatrick, Designed to Disrupt:    
Reimagining banking products to improve financial safety (Discussion Paper 1), Centre for Women’s Economic Safety, 2022; 
C Fitzpatrick, Designed to Disrupt Discussion Paper 2: Reimagining general insurance products to improve financial safety   
(Discussion Paper 2), Centre for Women’s Economic Safety, 2024. 

8   Financial Conduct Authority of the United Kingdom, Guidance for Firms on the Fair Treatment of Vulnerable Consumers, 2021, p. 5. 
9   International Organization for Standardization (ISO), International Standard ISO 22458: Consumer vulnerability – Requirements   

and guidelines for the design and delivery of inclusive service, 2022, p. 5; UK Government Debt Management Function, Debt Management 
Vulnerability Toolkit for service and policy managers, 2023, p. 25. 

10 UK Government Debt Management Function, Debt Management Vulnerability Toolkit for service and policy managers, 2023, p. 25. 
11 Centre for Inclusive Design, The Benefit of Designing for Everyone Report, 2019, p. 1. 
12 International Organization for Standardization (ISO), International Standard ISO 22458 Consumer vulnerability – Requirements and 

guidelines for the design and delivery of inclusive service, 2022. 

https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/decision/consumer-vulnerability-strategy-2025
https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/publications/consumer-vulnerability-strategy-2025
https://cwes.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/CWES_DesigntoDisrupt_1_Banking.pdf
https://cwes.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/CWES_DesigntoDisrupt_1_Banking.pdf
https://cwes.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/CWES_DTD-GI_Issue2_FINAL_Singles.pdf
https://cwes.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/CWES_DTD-GI_Issue2_FINAL_Singles.pdf
https://www.fca.org.uk/publications/finalised-guidance/guidance-firms-fair-treatment-vulnerable-customers
https://www.iso.org/standard/73261.html
https://www.iso.org/standard/73261.html
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/public-sector-toolkits/debt-management-vulnerability-toolkit-for-service-and-policy-managers-v2-html
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/public-sector-toolkits/debt-management-vulnerability-toolkit-for-service-and-policy-managers-v2-html
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/public-sector-toolkits/debt-management-vulnerability-toolkit-for-service-and-policy-managers-v2-html
https://centreforinclusivedesign.org.au/the-benefits-of-designing-for-everyone-report/
https://www.iso.org/standard/73261.html
https://www.iso.org/standard/73261.html
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Innovation and new offerings 
Innovation has many potential benefits, but when done poorly it can negatively affect vulnerable 
groups or result in their exclusion. When developing a new product or service, consider the needs 
of consumers experiencing vulnerability in every stage of the design process. This may involve 
undertaking vulnerability impact assessments, stress-testing services, co-designing services with 
consumers and seeking advice from specialist experts including experts with direct experience 
of working with people who have or may be experiencing vulnerability.13 

Communication 
Overly complex communication creates barriers to understanding, which can make it harder for 
customers to make the best decision for them or can even result in unintentional non-compliance 
for energy service providers. It is important and beneficial for both businesses and consumers that 
information is communicated in a way that is easily understood by as many people as possible. This 
includes presenting key information in clear and simple language that avoids jargon, ensuring that 
content is easily readable and accessible, and following good design principles to support customer 
understanding. To help with this, you can test your communication with diverse consumers, take on 
board customer feedback about what is unclear, and refer to accessible communication frameworks 
(such as Plain English and Easy English).14 

Engagement channels 
Many consumer interactions take place in an online environment or using automated processes. 
Online service processes can increase business efficiency and are often preferred by consumers, 
including those experiencing vulnerability. However, many consumers are excluded when the only 
way to engage with retailers is online, reducing these customers’ access to information and support 
as well as limiting opportunities to identify when they are experiencing vulnerability. 

The Australian Digital Inclusion Index 2023 identified that 9.4% of Australians are ‘highly excluded’ 
from digital engagement and an additional 14.2% are ‘excluded’.15 Therefore, digital-only services 
exclude many people, including those who cannot afford the internet or a smart phone, who have 
low digital literacy, or who are uncomfortable engaging online for various reasons.16 Rates of digital 
exclusion are much higher for First Nations consumers, people over 75 and people who did not 
complete secondary school.17 

Self-serve engagement options can be very valuable, particularly for consumers struggling with 
shame or who are feeling overwhelmed. However, to ensure that services are accessible for all 
consumers, it is important to provide alternative options across multiple channels. For example, 
provide an option to access and submit information offline, and allow consumers to receive 
personalised customer support outside of business hours. Inform consumers of all available 
communication options upon first contact and account for consumers’ different preferences, 
including changing preferences over time. 

13 Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA), Consumer vulnerability: expectations for the telecommunications   
industry, 2022, p. 11; Financial Conduct Authority of the United Kingdom, Guidance for Firms on the Fair Treatment of    
Vulnerable Customers, 2021, p. 27–28. Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA), Consumer vulnerability:   
expectations for the telecommunications industry, 2022, p. 11; Financial Conduct Authority of the United Kingdom, Guidance   
for Firms on the Fair Treatment of Vulnerable Customers, 2021, p. 27–28; The University of Melbourne (with support from Safe 
and Equal), The Family Violence Experts by Experience Framework Research Report, 2020. 

14 Centre for Inclusive Design, Easy English versus Plain English: A Guide to creating accessible content, 2020. 
15 Australian Digital Inclusion Index, Dashboard: Understanding Digital Exclusion, 2023. 
16 Ofgem, Decision on Consumer Vulnerability Strategy 2025, 2019, p. 37. 
17 J Thomas, A McCosker, S Parkinson, K Hegarty, D Featherstone, J Kennedy, I Holcombe-James, L Ormond-Parker and L Ganley, 

Measuring Australia’s Digital Divide: Australian Digital Inclusion Index: 2023, ARC Centre of Excellence for Automated Decision-  
Making and Society, 2023, p. 5. 

https://www.acma.gov.au/publications/2022-05/report/consumer-vulnerability-expectations-telecommunications-industry
https://www.acma.gov.au/publications/2022-05/report/consumer-vulnerability-expectations-telecommunications-industry
https://www.fca.org.uk/publications/finalised-guidance/guidance-firms-fair-treatment-vulnerable-customers
https://www.fca.org.uk/publications/finalised-guidance/guidance-firms-fair-treatment-vulnerable-customers
https://www.acma.gov.au/publications/2022-05/report/consumer-vulnerability-expectations-telecommunications-industry
https://www.acma.gov.au/publications/2022-05/report/consumer-vulnerability-expectations-telecommunications-industry
https://www.fca.org.uk/publications/finalised-guidance/guidance-firms-fair-treatment-vulnerable-customers
https://www.fca.org.uk/publications/finalised-guidance/guidance-firms-fair-treatment-vulnerable-customers
https://safeandequal.org.au/working-in-family-violence/service-responses/experts-by-experience-framework/)
https://centreforinclusivedesign.org.au/blog/2021/12/10/easy-english-versus-plain-english-guide/
https://www.digitalinclusionindex.org.au/dashboard/Exclusion.aspx
https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/decision/consumer-vulnerability-strategy-2025
https://www.digitalinclusionindex.org.au/download-reports/
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Web accessibility 
Some consumers who may otherwise choose to engage with organisations online are excluded from 
this option when websites and apps are difficult to navigate or not accessible for those with certain 
disabilities, such as visual impairments. An estimated 453,000 Australians are blind or have low 
vision, and many are sent energy bills in the form of PDFs that they can’t read because they are not 
compatible with screen reader software.18 

Although some consumers may prefer offline engagement, ensuring the accessibility of websites 
and apps is crucial for improving effective consumer access to online resources and channels. To 
achieve this, ensure that digital content adheres to best-practice web content accessibility guidelines 
published by the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C) Web Accessibility Initiative.19 Crucial information 
such as policies, procedures, contacts and accessibility options should be readily available, current, 
presented in a way that customers can understand and regularly revised based on customer feedback. 
Digital contact channels could be improved with tools to personalise information or trigger proactive 
offers of assistance.20 

Case study 

‘Shining a light’ on the experiences and needs of consumers with disability 
at AusNet21 

AusNet is an electricity transmission and distribution network servicing more than 1.5 million 
customers either directly or indirectly. As part of a commitment to better understand their 
customers’ needs and improve outcomes for their customers, they provide an annual 
Vulnerability Research Grant to social organisations and public institutions. The grant 
funds research into the needs and experiences of consumers experiencing vulnerability 
or consumers with diverse capabilities, to help understand these customers’ specific 
requirements and identify how best to support them. 

The 2022–23 Vulnerability Research Grant was awarded to Yarra Energy Foundation, which 
investigated the experiences of consumers living with disability or chronic health conditions. 
The research explored the different risks and impacts they face compared with other 
customers within AusNet’s electricity distribution network. AusNet found that 6% of their 
customers reported having a disability and 33% are managing a chronic health condition. 
Yarra Energy Foundation’s Shine the Light report highlighted that the energy needs of 
these consumers are diverse and that they face unique and intersecting risks. For example, 
outages can have severe psychological impacts for these consumers, affecting their access 
to support and their ability to maintain essential self-care routines. 

The findings from the Shine a Light study have provided valuable insights for AusNet, other 
service providers, governments and local communities to better understand the needs and 
challenges faced by these community members and ensure they have access to fit-for-
purpose services and support. AusNet is addressing these recommendations through a 
combination of improvements to general service levels and support specifically designed for 
customers with disability. They have also identified recommendations for government and 
other service providers, where AusNet can play a supporting role. 

18 Australian Broadcasting Corporation, Electricity bills unreadable for thousands of Australians amid a cost-of-living crisis, 2023. 
19 World Wide Web Consortium (W3C), Web Accessibility Initiative, 2024. 
20 Financial Conduct Authority of the United Kingdom, Guidance for Firms on the Fair Treatment of Vulnerable Consumers, 2021, p. 27. 
21 AusNet, Submission to consultation on draft toolkit, 2024; AusNet, Yarra Energy Foundation (YEF): Understanding vulnerability at 

the intersection of disability and essential services, 2024. 

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-07-27/electricity-power-bills-unreadable-for-thousands-of-australians/102625208
https://www.w3.org/WAI/
https://www.fca.org.uk/publications/finalised-guidance/guidance-firms-fair-treatment-vulnerable-customers
https://communityhub.ausnetservices.com.au/ausnets-vulnerability-research-grant/yarra-energy-foundation
https://communityhub.ausnetservices.com.au/ausnets-vulnerability-research-grant/yarra-energy-foundation
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Case study 

Bringing lived experience into service design and delivery at Aurora Energy 

Across 2022–23, Aurora Energy engaged directly with customers with lived experience to 
gain feedback on business processes and policies, including where there may be gaps or 
opportunities for improvement based on their personal experiences. Aurora Energy also 
sought direct feedback on how well they performed on public commitments to put 
customers at the centre of their business, improve the customer experience and support 
customers facing vulnerable circumstances, among other things. 

To gain these insights, Aurora Energy worked with TasCOSS to engage customers or 
‘lived experience partners’ with a wide range of backgrounds on key business projects. 
This diversity brought a deeper level of value to the feedback, ensuring that a range of 
consumer perspectives were included. Feedback was sought in facilitated sessions, 
with lived experience partners remunerated for their time, experience and skills. 

As a result of feedback on potential gaps or opportunities for improvement, tailored training 
was delivered to service staff to better explain and unpack the intersectional nature of 
vulnerability. Bringing lived experience into the training process also gave Aurora Energy’s 
frontline operators a better understanding of the types of customer experiences that could 
lead to bill payment difficulty and other challenges. Knowing that vulnerability is much 
broader than someone’s financial status and comes in different forms has helped them 
better recognise and respond to the needs of customers experiencing vulnerability. 
This is supported by the inclusion of a broader set of potential indicators to be aware of when 
considering vulnerability in processes for frontline staff. 

Lived experience feedback has also contributed to the establishment of actions under 
Aurora Energy’s Energy Charter Disclosure Statement for 2023. In particular, lived experience 
partners identified a feeling of anxiety when initially contacting their retailer for assistance, 
a feeling that dissipated on contacting Aurora Energy. In response, Aurora Energy is incorporating 
this feedback into the development of a new energy literacy ‘train the trainer’ program to be 
piloted in 2024 alongside community agencies. 

Principle in practice 
• Proactively understand, anticipate and address the needs of diverse consumers experiencing 

vulnerability in the design and delivery of services. 

• Use insights from consumer feedback, research and lived experience to design more inclusive 
and consumer-centric services. 

• Ensure inclusive service design is considered for all stages of service delivery and across all 
consumer touchpoints. 

• Make it easy for all consumers to interact with you by providing various accessible engagement 
options tailored to their individual needs. 

• Understand the needs of consumers in vulnerable situations, their challenges, preferences and 
how they interact with the organisation’s products and services. 

• Ensure products and services are clear, comprehensible and accessible to consumers, 
especially those who may be vulnerable to harm. 



Customer engagement toolkit: Better practices for identifying and supporting consumers experiencing vulnerability 

| 17 

Rachel lives with 
her parents, who 
speak a language 
other than English 
at home. She is 
happy to help 
them manage 
things and has 
taken on the role 
of an authorised 
representative 
for their energy 
account. 

Rachel has to travel for work for 
an extended period of time so she 
contacts the energy company to 
let them know. 

The company 
arranges for an 
interpreter to 
help Rachel’s 
parents 
manage the 
account while 
Rachel is away.

 I can't leave 
without making 
sure they'll be 

OK.

您好, 我是您
电力公司Ô您
çz的翻Ì... 

She's kind to 
help out so 

much! 

I like to make 
things a bit easier 

for them when 
I can. 

2.3 Deliver customer service that engages effectively 
with vulnerability 
This principle is about energy service providers building organisational capability to identify and 
support consumers experiencing vulnerability. 

Better practice in action 
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Better practice in action 

Rachel lives with her parents, who speak a language other than English at home. She is 
happy to help them manage things and has taken on the role of an authorised representative 
for their energy account. However, she has to travel for work for an extended period of 
time. Rachel contacts their energy service provider before her travel to tell them about her 
family’s situation. The service provider reminds Rachel about the interpreting service they 
have available, and arranges for an interpreter to follow up with Rachel’s parents so they can 
pay the bills while she is away. Rachel feels better knowing that her parents will be able to 
manage their account in her absence, without worrying that they could get disconnected. 

Better practice findings 
Consumers experiencing vulnerability might refrain from engaging with their energy retailer for various 
reasons, such as fear of judgement or past negative experiences with ‘robotic’ or inflexible service 
interactions. They may have low trust in their energy provider’s ability to respond empathetically or 
offer meaningful support. Additionally, they might have limited capacity to initiate or navigate the 
necessary processes to access support. For energy service providers to make significant strides in 
identifying and enhancing outcomes for consumers experiencing vulnerability, they must consistently 
deliver customer service that is empathetic, patient, flexible and informed by a solid understanding of 
vulnerability and its indicators. 

Early provision of information on support options 
When signing up to a new energy provider, consumers may only be provided with the information 
needed to open their account. However, providing information on support and assistance options 
early in the customer relationship is one way energy service providers can demonstrate their 
dedication to consumers’ best interests. This builds trust and creates opportunities for identifying 
vulnerability by reducing barriers to self-identification and beginning conversations that can help staff 
proactively identify vulnerability. For example, a conversation about assistance options might prompt 
the customer to share important information about their circumstances or enable staff to identify 
vulnerability based on the customer’s responses. When consumers are informed from the outset 
about available support options, they are more inclined to seek assistance before their situation 
becomes more severe and complex, reducing the burden down the road for both the consumer 
and the energy retailer. 

A disclosure environment that supports self-identification 
The responsibility for identifying vulnerability should not solely rest with consumers and it is a lot 
easier to identify vulnerability when customers feel safe sharing information about their circumstances. 
The Money Advice Trust has found that only 11–14% of consumers experiencing mental health 
problems disclose this information to their essential service providers. This is because they believe 
that disclosing the information will make no difference, that it is embarrassing or that they will not 
be believed.22 To overcome this challenge, consumer-facing energy businesses must take active 
responsibility for identifying vulnerability. One important part of this is creating a ‘disclosure 
environment’, which is a service environment that makes it easier for people to ‘self-identify’ by 
encouraging them to disclose their experiences of vulnerability. 

22 C Fitch, D Holloway and C D’Arcy, Disclosure Environments: Encouraging consumers to disclose a mental health problem, 
Money and Mental Health Policy Institute and Money Advice Trust, 2022, p. 7. 

https://www.moneyandmentalhealth.org/best-practice/disclosure/
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People are more likely to share relevant information if they encounter an environment that: 

• signals that disclosure is welcome and will be treated appropriately (including how the information 
will be used) 

• builds in opportunities for disclosure across channels, journeys and platforms 

• encourages and facilitates disclosure from the beginning of the customer relationship.23 

An effective disclosure environment meets people where they are. It ensures that, from the very 
first interaction, there are genuine opportunities for customers to let you know about any vulnerable 
circumstances they are experiencing. They have to be able to do so in a way that makes sense to 
them, through the language and channels they are familiar with. Most people won’t use ‘magic words’ 
like ‘vulnerability’ or ‘hardship’, so it’s important to listen carefully and recognise other ways they may 
describe their experiences, including any payment difficulties they may be having.24 

Empathetic and flexible customer service 
Empathetic, patient and flexible customer service by frontline staff is essential to creating a disclosure 
environment and improving the identification of consumers in vulnerable circumstances. If customers 
feel secure in sharing changes in their circumstances, it will be easier for frontline staff to identify 
vulnerability. Frontline staff should actively listen for indicators of potential vulnerability and respond 
appropriately – for example, by sensitively asking polite follow-up questions and informing the 
customer of any support available. 

Scripting is often used by businesses to ensure that staff are compliant with regulatory obligations. 
However, with the right tools, training and support, and compliance with obligations, a better 
customer experience can often be achieved without rigid adherence to scripts. Sometimes, rigid 
adherence to scripts can also lead to non-compliance (for example, by not identifying a vulnerable 
customer or not offering them assistance). There are conversational tools available to help frontline 
staff identify and engage with consumers experiencing vulnerability, including protocols such as 
TEXAS, CARERS, BLAKE and BRUCE.25 These tools are simple and memorable frameworks for 
frontline staff engaging with consumers experiencing vulnerability under different circumstances. 
In each case, the acronym summarises key steps or considerations to guide a more constructive 
interaction with the customer. For example, the TEXAS protocol sets out steps for appropriately 
managing a disclosure of vulnerability, while the BRUCE protocol helps staff identify customers with 
limitations in mental capacity. Providing staff with training, practical resources and managerial support 
for implementing these protocols can help them better identify and support customer vulnerability on 
a day-to-day basis. 

Staff training and support 
The ability to offer empathetic, patient and flexible service that supports proactive identification of 
vulnerability is grounded in clear and comprehensive training, guidance and support for frontline staff. 
Energy retailers have legal obligations to identify, engage with and assist consumers experiencing 
particular vulnerable circumstances, including hardship, other payment difficulties and family violence. 
Targeted training and resources to build a holistic understanding of vulnerability, a strong foundation 
of cultural competence and a thorough knowledge of all relevant policies and procedures can help 
staff appropriately identify and support customers in these and many other circumstances. Rather 
than relying on specific words, phrases or requests to identify potential vulnerabilities, effective training 
enables staff to confidently engage in sensitive and flexible conversations with customers. 

23 C Fitch, D Holloway and C D’Arcy, Disclosure Environments: Encouraging consumers to disclose a mental health problem, 
Money and Mental Health Policy Institute and Money Advice Trust, 2022, p. 8. 

24 L Nicolls and K Dahlgren, Consumer experiences following energy market reforms in Victoria: Qualitative research with community 
support workers, 2021, p. 20. 

25 UK Government Debt Management Function, Debt Management Vulnerability Toolkit for frontline debt management staff, 2023, 
p. 18-19. 

https://www.moneyandmentalhealth.org/best-practice/disclosure/
https://www.monash.edu/digital-energy-futures/news-and-events/news/consumer-experiences-following-energy-market-reforms-in-victoria-qualitative-research-with-community-support-workers
https://www.monash.edu/digital-energy-futures/news-and-events/news/consumer-experiences-following-energy-market-reforms-in-victoria-qualitative-research-with-community-support-workers
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/642be446fbe620000f17dbb6/Debt_Management_Vulnerability_Toolkit_for_service_and_policy_Managers_V2.pdf
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Training can be supported with practical tools, techniques and guidelines to help staff effectively and 
empathetically identify and assist those in vulnerable situations. Staff will best be able to identify and 
respond to vulnerability if they also have adequate resources to perform their roles, including effective 
job design, sufficient time and appropriate performance metrics.26 It’s important to recognise that 
engaging with consumers experiencing vulnerability may be triggering for staff or contribute to work-
related stress, anxiety or burnout. Supporting staff to manage these challenges might include giving 
them the opportunity to raise concerns with their supervisors, receive support from their peers 
and access additional support when needed (for example, through counselling or an employee 
assistance program). 

It's also important to recognise that training is an ongoing opportunity to engage in conversations 
and coaching with frontline staff. Training refreshers, debriefs with team leaders, and the provision 
of regular feedback through quality assurance checks can help ensure that training continues to be 
meaningful, relevant and accountable to each staff member as time goes on. When training, coaching 
and quality assurance all line up, you will see changes in how your staff approach customers using 
these shared learning experiences, and all customers will benefit as a result. 

Payment difficulty and disconnection risk engagement 
Being approached by a debt collector or receiving a disconnection warning notice can lead to 
consumers feeling unsafe and overwhelmed, which may reduce their ability to engage with you, 
deter them from disclosing relevant information and prevent them from seeking appropriate support. 
In contrast, proactively contacting consumers with flexible offers of support (via their preferred 
communication channel) can encourage engagement and facilitate long-term positive outcomes 
for consumers and retailers alike. For example, proactively offering customised alternative billing 
or payment options for customers to choose from, advising them of a better offer or checking that 
they are receiving any rebates or concessions they may be eligible for can be a moment of truth that 
strengthens the customer relationship and facilitates an environment in which they feel safe to engage. 

Consider how engagement is approached in these critical moments. Empathetic and reward-based 
messaging that encourages the customer to contact you for support can create an opportunity for 
any vulnerable circumstances to be identified and recorded. Threatening messages can damage 
the relationship, decrease the customer’s ability to engage with you and limit opportunities for 
identification of vulnerability. 

Consumer vulnerability specialists 
While all frontline staff should be trained and supported to identify and assist those experiencing 
vulnerability, specialist teams or staff can greatly improve capability in this area. Specialist teams or 
staff members can contribute to improved outcomes for consumers experiencing vulnerability by 
managing complex cases or supporting other frontline staff to better identify and assist vulnerable 
consumers. Such specialised support can be particularly important for improving relationships 
with specific customer groups.27 Some examples of groups that may need specialised support are 
discussed on the following pages, but it is important to continually review which specific groups and 
circumstances may need to be considered within your own customer base. 

26 J Oakley, R Oglethorpe, K Millwood, C Sterling, T Collier and G Sundstrom (Eds), Better practice guide: Staff awareness 
and training, Thriving Communities Partnership, 2022. 

27 Financial Conduct Authority of the United Kingdom, Guidance for Firms on the Fair Treatment of Vulnerable Customers, 
2019, p. 20. 

https://thriving.org.au/what-we-do/better-practice-guide-project
https://thriving.org.au/what-we-do/better-practice-guide-project
https://www.fca.org.uk/publications/finalised-guidance/guidance-firms-fair-treatment-vulnerable-customers
https://www.fca.org.uk/publications/finalised-guidance/guidance-firms-fair-treatment-vulnerable-customers


Customer engagement toolkit: Better practices for identifying and supporting consumers experiencing vulnerability 

| 21 

Case study 

Tailoring customer service for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander customers 
at Westpac28 

In 2019, Westpac established the Yuri Ingkarninthi Indigenous Call Centre, the name of which 
means ‘deep listening’ in the Kaurna language. The call centre aims to make banking more 
inclusive for First Nations customers through a tailored service experience characterised 
by simpler identification processes, accredited specialist training for staff and the ability to 
speak to First Nations staff in 21 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander languages. Since it was 
established, the call centre has served over 5,000 customers and its services now extend 
across all Westpac brands. We have heard that a key part of what makes this call centre so 
effective is the presence of Indigenous representation at every level,29 with at least 50% of 
the call centre team identifying as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander. 

The call centre is complemented by the Westpac Remote Services initiative, which was 
established following a pilot in 2018. The initiative aims to not only overcome barriers for First 
Nations customers, but also build trust with their communities. Dedicated Remote Services 
banking officers visit remote Indigenous communities, where customers might otherwise 
need to drive up to 14 hours to reach the nearest bank branch. These officers provide in-the- 
moment education as well as support to access critical banking services such as opening 
and unblocking accounts, establishing identification and ordering new cards. In addition to 
assisting customers with their basic banking needs, the Westpac Remote Services team 
runs one-on-one demonstrations and workshops to help people access mobile and online 
banking. In addition, they have recently created a financial hub in some communities – a 
dedicated space with computers set up to access online banking and essential government 
services, as well as a phone line direct to the Yuri Ingkarninthi Indigenous Call Centre. 

According to Westpac, locals have reported that they welcome Westpac Remote Services 
officers, with whom they have built strong relationships. Officers have also reported that 
customers are less frustrated and more empowered to do their own online banking, as they 
know the bank has services to help them. 

Principle in practice 
• Inform customers of available support options and how to access them as early as possible. 

• Provide empathetic, patient and flexible customer service. 

• Consider where scripts could be replaced or supplemented by conversational guides and tools. 

• Take steps to create a disclosure environment that makes it easier for customers to share relevant 
information about vulnerable circumstances they may be experiencing. 

• Support and resource frontline staff to ensure they have the capabilities, capacity and incentive to 
identify and support consumers in vulnerable situations. 

• Ensure staff with specialist skills are available to support consumers who require more 
targeted assistance. 

• Facilitate disclosure and improve support for specific groups or cohorts of consumers, including 
considering options for dedicated specialist support, ensuring easy access to interpreter services 
and tailoring communication channels to consumers’ needs. 

28 Westpac, Westpac Indigenous and Remote Banking; Westpac, Westpac Group Reconciliation Action Plan: April 2022 – September 
2025; Collyer on behalf of Westpac Banking Corporation, Submission to House of Representatives Standing Committee on   
Indigenous Affairs Inquiry into How the corporate sector establishes models of best practice to foster better engagement with   
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander consumers, Parliament of Australia, 2021. 

29 Feedback provided by our Customer Consultative Group. 

https://www.westpac.com.au/about-westpac/indigenous/
https://www.westpac.com.au/about-westpac/sustainability/our-positions-and-perspectives/aws-ia-why-is-this-important/
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/House/Former_Committees/Indigenous_Affairs/Betterengagement/Submissions
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/House/Former_Committees/Indigenous_Affairs/Betterengagement/Submissions
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/House/Former_Committees/Indigenous_Affairs/Betterengagement/Submissions
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Some customer groups may particularly 
benefit from more specialised support 

First Nations consumers 

Scenario: A First Nations man hasn’t been able to afford to pay his last 2 energy bills, 
which have spiked significantly due to extreme weather and visits from family. He 
also has poor access to the internet, making it harder to find out what support and 
concessions he might be entitled to. However, he is reluctant to call his energy provider 
to ask – based on negative experiences with businesses in the past, he doesn’t trust his 
provider to listen to his circumstances, understand his situation or offer him support. 

There are additional challenges for First Nations customers in energy and other essential services. 
First Nations consumers can experience complex and interconnected issues such as intergenerational 
trauma, increased risk of long-term unemployment and disproportionate rates of incarceration, illness 
and suicide.30 Energy insecurity and disconnection have also created genuine problems in many First 
Nations communities.31 There is a clear need for better support and engagement for First Nations 
consumers to reduce disconnection rates and improve overall outcomes.32 

Better engagement and outcomes for First Nations consumers can be supported by dedicating 
time and resources to understanding and responding to the needs of First Nations consumers. This 
requires engaging closely with First Nations consumer groups and communities to understand how 
organisational policies and service design and delivery can be improved for these consumers. For 
example, the development of a dedicated Indigenous call centre or team with First Nations staff 
may be beneficial to increase trust and ensure that these customers’ needs are met. This may be 
reinforced through cultural awareness and sensitivity training, so that First Nations consumers feel 
safe to engage with consumer-facing energy businesses, disclose relevant information and access 
any support they may need. 

30 The Senate: Community Affairs References Committee, The Extent and Nature of Poverty in Australia, 2004, Chapter 3: First Nations 
people and communities. 

31 Energy Consumers Australia and Indigenous Consumer Assistance Network (ICAN), ‘Yarnin’ energy with Indigenous households, 
2020, p. 16. 

32 Essential Services Commission, Getting to fair: breaking down barriers to essential services, 2021, p. 13. 

https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Community_Affairs/PovertyinAustralia/The_extent_and_nature_of_poverty_in_Australia/Chapter_3_-_First_Nations_people_and_communities
https://energyconsumersaustralia.com.au/wp-content/uploads/D1-Yarnin-Energy-with-Indigenous-Households.pdf
https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/other-work/regulating-consumer-vulnerability-mind
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Culturally and linguistically diverse communities 

Scenario: An elderly woman who speaks a language other than English relies on her 
children to read her energy bills for her. Her children travel overseas for 6 months. During 
this time, she cannot understand her bills and avoids them. Her account goes into arrears, 
but she is unaware of this and finds it difficult to understand and engage with her energy 
provider when they reach out. 

Language can be a significant barrier to some culturally and linguistically diverse consumers engaging 
effectively with their energy company.33 It can make it difficult to understand important information 
(including contracts, bills and other communications) and to contact their providers, including when 
they need help. Improve relationships with these customers by taking actionable steps to improve a 
service’s accessibility to those who may have limited or no English. Energy retailers and distributors 
have legal obligations to refer residential customers to a relevant interpreter service if necessary 
to meet the customer's needs. Developing effective partnerships with translation and interpreter 
services can facilitate better interactions with these consumers by ensuring information is clearly 
communicated in community languages, reducing the time customers wait to access interpreter 
support, and improving the effectiveness of the support provided. It is also important to ensure that 
your customers are aware of this support by clearly promoting it across channels – for example, while 
energy retailers are legally required to include contact details for interpreter services on customer bills, 
information about these services should also be readily accessible through other channels, such 
as your website or information about hardship or payment difficulty support. Providing important 
information in plain English, Easy English and languages other than English can also help 
consumers from diverse backgrounds access support and make more informed decisions, 
including about disclosing relevant information to assist with identification of vulnerability. 

Consumers affected by family violence 

Scenario: A woman is the main account holder for an electricity account that has 
accrued debt. When a customer service officer contacts her, she advises that she is 
not aware of the bill and cannot settle it because she will have to wait for her partner 
to access funds. She sounds anxious, gives limited responses and hangs up on the 
call abruptly. 

Energy retailers have legal obligations to identify, assist and engage appropriately and effectively 
with customers affected by family violence. However, family violence is often a hidden issue that 
can be hard to identify, especially because it can take various forms.34 In addition, some victims 
and survivors may be frightened that the perpetrator will find out and punish them for sharing their 
situation. Contact with other parties may also be controlled or restricted. This can create additional 
challenges to identifying consumers in these situations, so it is critical that organisations establish 
clear capabilities, policies and processes to enable identification and protect consumer privacy and 
safety following identification. This includes training staff to identify potential signs of family violence 
and to manage disclosure in a way that is sensitive and mindful of the customer’s safety. Refer to 
relevant guidance notes and regulations about how to establish appropriate policies and procedures 
for these circumstances.35 

33 Energy Consumers Australia, Insights report: Understanding the diversity of consumers and their experiences of the energy system: 
Culturally and linguistically diverse consumers edition, 2024. 

34 UK Government Debt Management Function, Public Sector Economic Abuse Toolkit, 2023. 
35 The Australian Energy Regulator publishes guidance on complying with retailer obligations, including obligations related to protecting 

customers affected by family violence. 

https://energyconsumersaustralia.com.au/publications/report-insights-understanding-diversity-consumers-experiences-energy-system-cald-edn
https://energyconsumersaustralia.com.au/publications/report-insights-understanding-diversity-consumers-experiences-energy-system-cald-edn
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/public-sector-toolkits/debt-management-vulnerability-toolkit-for-service-and-policy-managers-v2-html
https://www.aer.gov.au/publications/reports/compliance/family-violence-rules-guidance-energy-retailers
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Consumers affected by mental illness and suicide 

Scenario: A recently divorced single father on a low income has just taken out a $10,000 
loan to cover legal fees when he receives a call from his energy company informing him 
that he has not paid his last energy bill. His mental health has already suffered from 
family court proceedings and the financial strain of paying for lawyers and supporting 
his children is exacerbated by yet another bill. He feels helpless and tells the customer 
service agent he does not know how he is going to pay the bill. He says, ‘if I were dead 
I wouldn’t have to deal with this stuff’. 36 

Various vulnerable situations, including financial hardship, have been identified as increased risk 
factors for mental illness and suicide.37 You can better support customers and staff by preparing 
for the possibility of suicide disclosures. If someone discloses that they wish to take their life, it 
may not necessarily mean they will do so – it may be the only way they know how to express their 
suffering and desire for their situation to change in that moment.38 However, it is an important indicator 
of vulnerability. In such an event, it is important for staff to politely and directly ask questions to 
determine what referrals or support may be appropriate. Tools such as the BLAKE protocol may be of 
assistance in these circumstances.39 The BLAKE protocol is a conversational tool specifically targeted 
to supporting suicidal customers. It includes the following steps, but is designed to enable staff to 
make a referral to additional support at any time during the conversation: 

• Breathe (to focus) 

• Listen (to understand) 

• Ask (to discover) 

• Keep safe (from harm) 

• End (with summary) 

Tools and general guidance can be helpful additions to, but do not replace, official suicide policies 
and processes. To ensure staff do not inadvertently cause more harm, ensure that staff can easily 
access these policies and are trained to follow these processes. This will help staff understand 
when customers are at a high risk of harm and direct them to appropriate support. 

36 Heartward Strategic, Money and mental health social research report, Beyond Blue, 2022. 
37 S Mathieu et al., The Role of Unemployment, Financial Hardship, and Economic Recession on Suicidal Behaviors and Interventions 

to Mitigate Their Impact: A Review, Frontiers in Public Health, 2022, 10:907052, doi:10.3389/fpubh.2022.907052. 
38 Finance & Leasing Association and The UK Cards Association, Vulnerability: a guide for debt collection: 21 questions, 21 Steps, 

2017, p. 57. 
39 UK Government Debt Management Function, Debt Management Vulnerability Toolkit for frontline debt management staff, 2023, 

p.16–17; Finance & Leasing Association and The UK Cards Association, Vulnerability: a guide for debt collection 21 questions, 
21 Steps, 2017, p. 58. 

https://edge.sitecorecloud.io/beyondblue1-beyondblueltd-p69c-fe1e/media/Project/Sites/beyondblue/PDF/Learn-about-mental-health/Financial-wellbeing/20061-money-and-mental-health-research-final-report-220804.pdf
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/public-health/articles/10.3389/fpubh.2022.907052/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/public-health/articles/10.3389/fpubh.2022.907052/full
https://www.yumpu.com/en/document/view/57976009/vulnerability-a-guide-for-debt-collection#google_vignette
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/642be446fbe620000f17dbb6/Debt_Management_Vulnerability_Toolkit_for_service_and_policy_Managers_V2.pdf
https://www.yumpu.com/en/document/view/57976009/vulnerability-a-guide-for-debt-collection
https://www.yumpu.com/en/document/view/57976009/vulnerability-a-guide-for-debt-collection
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Consumers affected by pandemics and natural disasters 

Scenario: A farming family was affected by significant flooding that has been declared a 
natural disaster. They lost crops and suffered property damage to a lot of their equipment 
and cool storage. The season is looking to be more favourable, but the farm has a 
significant energy debt. Although they have insurance coverage, they don’t expect to 
receive a payout until 6 months after repairs are completed. In undertaking the repairs, 
they have invested in making their equipment more energy efficient. This will make it 
easier for them to manage their energy bills in the long run, but they have little cash 
available to pay off their debt in the short term. 

Customers may require more support after a natural disaster occurs. However, they are also likely to 
face additional barriers to seeking this support, such as post-traumatic stress and a lack of access 
to means of contact. This can make it difficult to identify and respond to the vulnerability they are 
experiencing. The psychological and financial effects of the disaster may also be felt for a long 
time, with numerous potential flow-on effects. Consider how customers may be impacted in these 
situations in both the short and long term, and what actions you can take to proactively identify and 
support them. 
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Lee is seeking 
food relief from a 
local organisation 
as a result of 
acute financial 
hardship. 

They recognise 
he needs 
holistic support 
and connect him 
with a financial 
counsellor. 

Lee's financial counsellor helps him 
access support from one of his 
providers, and he provides consent 
for the counsellor to let his other 
providers know about his situation. 

His other providers 
reach out to offer 
him support. 

What 
a 

relief! 

COmmUNITY
FOOD
BANK

ALL welcome

COmmUNITY
 

FOOD 
BANK 

ALL welcome 

He receives his next bill , before 
the surgery and notices that 
the PDF has been made more 
accessible.  His screen reader 
is able to read the whole bill 
clearly, and he hears that he 
might be able to save money on 
a cheaper plan. 

2.4 Collaborate with other organisations 
This principle is about energy service providers developing relationships within and across sectors to 
holistically identify and support consumers experiencing vulnerability. 

Better practice in action 
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Better practice in action 

Lee is seeking food relief from a local organisation as a result of acute financial hardship. 
The organisation recognises he needs more holistic support and schedules an appointment 
with a financial counsellor. The financial counsellor talks to Lee about his circumstances 
and helps him make a plan to address some of his current challenges, including debts with 
his energy and water providers. The financial counsellor helps Lee access hardship support 
from one of his providers. In the process, he provides consent for the counsellor to also let 
his other providers know that he is having a tough time. Lee is relieved to only have to tell his 
story once and to receive proactive support from his other providers. Rather than calling his 
individual service providers one at a time, he is able to focus on improving his situation more 
broadly. This helps Lee get back on track and start catching up on his bills again sooner. 

Better practice findings 
Silos within and between organisations and sectors can exacerbate customer vulnerability, limiting 
identification of vulnerability and preventing consumers from accessing necessary support. For 
many consumers experiencing vulnerability, even engaging with a single organisation to disclose 
their circumstances and access support can be challenging. This can especially be the case where 
consumers feel ashamed, embarrassed or traumatised by the situation they’re experiencing. The 
burden of having to engage with several organisations can lead to a severe emotional toll or a total 
lack of engagement. Cross-organisational collaboration can reduce the burden on consumers while 
helping energy service providers better identify consumers experiencing vulnerability. 

Referral pathways and partnerships 
Referral partnerships with other service providers and community support organisations can help you 
better identify and support customers experiencing vulnerability, especially those who may otherwise 
be unwilling or unable to reach out to you directly. Effective inward referral pathways can alert you to 
vulnerable circumstances that may otherwise remain hidden, while outward referral pathways can 
ensure your customer receives appropriate holistic support to improve their outcomes in the long 
term. Establish appropriate referral pathways, policies and procedures (underpinned by secure and 
ethical data sharing where relevant) to amplify the impact of identification and improve outcomes for 
your customers. A regular reporting process to monitor outcomes can strengthen and increase the 
value of referral partnerships over time by identifying areas for success or improvement. 
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Case study 

Connecting consumers to support with the One Stop One Story Hub40 

Thriving Communities Australia (formerly Thriving Communities Partnership) is a not-for-profit 
organisation that facilitates cross-sector collaboration with the goal of helping people access 
the support they need. In 2021, Thriving Communities Australia launched the One Stop One 
Story Hub, a cross-sector digital platform enabling frontline workers to refer customers to a 
range of supports through a single, secure access point. The hub has won Good Design and 
Shared Value Awards, in recognition of its significant human impact. 

The One Stop One Story Hub was co-designed with consumers with lived experience and 
over 30 organisations. It makes it easier for consumers experiencing vulnerability to access 
the support they need without the emotional toll or re-traumatisation of sharing their story 
with multiple different service providers. If a customer calls one of their providers because 
they are experiencing vulnerability, they probably need support from their other providers 
as well. Using the One Stop One Story Hub, the first provider is able to share the relevant 
information with referral partners, with the customer’s consent. 

This not only relieves the customer from having to re-tell their story – it also makes it easier 
for businesses to identify customers in need of support earlier and guides them to the most 
appropriate support for those customers. This helps build trust and allows businesses to 
proactively engage with customers who may not otherwise reach out. One organisation 
involved in the program reported that 87% of their referrals through the One Stop One Story 
Hub were from customers who had not previously requested help. There are also benefits for 
staff, reducing exposure to vicarious trauma and increasing employee engagement through a 
greater sense of impact. 

40 Thriving Communities Australia, One Stop One Story Hub; Thriving Communities Australia, One Stop One Story Hub Privacy; 
Thriving Communities Australia, Ciara Sterling – Presentation, Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, 2023. 

https://thriving.org.au/what-we-do/the-one-stop-one-story-hub
https://www.thriving.org.au/what-we-do/the-one-stop-one-story-hub/one-stop-one-story-hub-privacy
https://www.accc.gov.au/about-us/conferences-and-events/acccaer-regulatory-conference
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Case study 

Working together to avoid disconnections through the Knock to Stay Connected 
Customer Code41 

The Knock to Stay Connected Customer Code is a customer-led approach to keeping 
customers connected to their energy. The Customer Code Council includes customer 
representatives and signatories, encouraging sharing of better practice and continuous 
improvement. It is run by an Independent Administrator and Chair. 

Participating retailers and network businesses work together to ensure that all customers at 
risk of being disconnected receive a visit to provide them with clear and timely information 
on where they can get support to keep their energy on. The information is delivered by the 
energy distributor through a simple knock on the door, with relevant staff receiving specialist 
training to ensure everyone’s safety. If the account holder is not there, the information is 
shared through a letter drop. The written materials were developed in collaboration with 
consumer advocates, with a focus on making the information as user-friendly as possible. 

The information lets customers know that assistance is available and encourages them 
to contact their energy retailer straight away, before they are disconnected. This simple 
interaction is also a valuable opportunity to identify potential vulnerabilities that may 
otherwise remain hidden, creating a unique referral pathway to ensure that customers who 
are in vulnerable circumstances and at risk of disconnection receive appropriate supports. 

Specialist training for staff, secure and ethical data sharing, and effective implementation across 
organisations are all critical for making this approach work. National trials have demonstrated 
that up to 80% of disconnections can be avoided through this human-centred approach. 

Principle in practice 
• Establish relationships with external organisations such as other retailers, networks and distributors, 

government agencies, non-profits and financial counsellors. 

• Maintain procedures for receiving third-party disclosures and develop links with local and national 
support services to ensure third parties are aware of channels to provide disclosures. 

• Develop and implement clear referral policies and procedures, including policies and procedures 
for obtaining and recording consumer consent in line with relevant privacy obligations. 

• Create efficient and secure channels for information sharing. 

• Appoint a dedicated staff member or team to manage relationships with third parties. 

• Implement a regular reporting process to assess outcomes and identify areas for improvement. 

41 Energy Charter, Knock to Stay Connected Customer Code, 2023. 

https://www.theenergycharter.com.au/knock-to-stay-connected/
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They reach out to her to discuss 
her new circumstances. 

They put Cora on a better 
energy plan and make sure she is 
receiving the right concessions. 

Her retailer is notified that she 
would like to start paying her bill 
using Centrepay. 

It’s 
good 

to know 
I'm making 
the most 
of what 
I have. 

After decades 
of serving her 
community as 
a teacher, Cora 
has recently 
become eligible 
for the aged 
pension. 

2.5 Use data to improve consumer outcomes 
This principle is about energy service providers making better use of data to identify and support 
consumers experiencing vulnerability. 

Better practice in action 
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Better practice in action 

Cora has recently retired and become eligible for the aged pension. After decades of 
serving her community as a teacher, she is looking forward to the next phase of her life. 
The retailer is notified that she would like to start paying her bill using Centrepay. The request 
immediately identifies Cora in the retailer’s system as someone who may need extra support, 
and their hardship team proactively reaches out to her to discuss her circumstances and 
needs. They put Cora on the most appropriate energy plan for her circumstances and make 
sure she is receiving the right energy concessions, putting her on a path to avoid energy debt 
and setting them up for a good relationship into the future. 

Better practice findings 
Poor data management can hinder early identification of vulnerability and contribute to consumer 
harm. It can result in clear indicators of vulnerability being missed or lead to consumers having to 
share their situation over and over again, resulting in a negative customer experience and ineffective 
support that will damage their trust in your business. Effective, ethical and secure data and customer 
management systems can aid in identifying and supporting consumers experiencing vulnerability. 

Indicators of vulnerability 
It is common practice to use data analytics to assess consumers’ account health. In some retailers’ 
systems, notifications are generated for frontline staff; in others, automated messages informing 
consumers of missed payments or debt accrual are triggered. These technologies and processes 
have significant potential to assist in the identification of vulnerability. In the same way they are used 
to predict and intervene when a customer is at risk of ‘churning’ (or ceasing to be a customer of 
the business), these processes can be used to predict when a consumer may be experiencing 
vulnerability and proactively engage with them early on. Relevant indicators of vulnerability may 
include missed, late or failed payments, unusual periods of low or high usage, self-disconnection, 
use of Centrepay or buy now pay later services, changes in payment behaviour (such as switching 
from direct debit to other payment methods or requesting payment extensions), or references to 
what may be vulnerable circumstances in consumer interactions. Establishing a customer reference 
group that includes members of community organisations or other experts in vulnerability to assist 
you in co-designing and testing new systems to capture these indicators can assist in ensuring 
you are capturing customers experiencing vulnerability more accurately. Acting on these indicators 
with proactive, empathetic and personalised support is likely to improve your relationship with that 
customer, drive greater engagement and improve outcomes for both you and your customer in the 
long run. 

Recording and effective use of data 
How you record and use data about vulnerability indicators is equally important. Ethically and sensitively 
recording the risk of vulnerability enables effective ongoing support and prevents the consumer from 
having to share their situation every time they contact the organisation, which can be distressing.42 

Clear policies and procedures in place for recording and using this data will ensure that staff act 
consistently and confidentially in accordance with privacy laws. Staff should understand what 
information should be recorded, why it is being recorded, and how it will be recorded and used so 
that they can share this with consumers.43 When recording information on consumer vulnerability, it is 
important to be deliberate about what information is recorded and how.44 Use the information effectively 
to provide support, including by enabling your staff to improve and tailor their customer interactions. 

42 UK Government Debt Management Function, Debt Management Vulnerability Toolkit for service and policy managers, 2023. 
43 C Fitch, D Holloway and C D’Arcy, Recording Disclosure: Processing data from consumer mental health disclosures, 

Money and Mental Health Policy Institute and Money Advice Trust, 2022, p. 7. 
44 UK Government Debt Management Function, Debt Management Vulnerability Toolkit for service and policy managers, 2023. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/public-sector-toolkits/debt-management-vulnerability-toolkit-for-service-and-policy-managers-v2-html
https://www.moneyandmentalhealth.org/best-practice/disclosure/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/public-sector-toolkits/debt-management-vulnerability-toolkit-for-service-and-policy-managers-v2-html
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Case study 

Using predictive analytics to proactively identify and respond to vulnerability at 
Horizon Power 

To proactively identify and assist customers who may be experiencing payment difficulty, 
Horizon Power have developed a statistical model to gain insights from their existing 
customer data. Using historical payment and billing information, the model predicts a 
customer’s risk of default to identify whether they might be experiencing payment difficulty 
and need further support. To do this, the model considers various data points, such as bill 
amounts, account arrears and changes in payment behaviour over the previous 6 months. 

Where the potential for payment difficulty or financial vulnerability is predicted, the account 
is referred to specially trained regional hardship officers to engage with the customer. 
Horizon Power has a significant geographical service area, so these regional hardship 
officers are located close to their customers to ensure that they understand the unique needs 
of each community when discussing a customer’s circumstances and exploring available 
support options. 

Although the program is still in its pilot phase, proactively reaching out to customers based 
on the insights from the model has provided an additional opportunity for Horizon Power 
to engage with customers and identify available support options as early as possible in the 
payment difficulty journey. This supports better outcomes for their customers by helping 
them to better manage their energy bills, reduce or avoid long-term debt and avoid potential 
disconnections. Horizon Power is considering other indicators that could be built into the 
model in future, such as changes to energy consumption behaviour. 

Principle in practice 
• Learn from your data and use it to identify when consumers might be experiencing vulnerability, 

so that you can provide proactive and empathetic support. 

• Proactively maintain and update data for consumers in vulnerable circumstances. 

• Ensure that frontline staff can not only recognise and record vulnerability, but also clearly explain 
what data is being recorded, why it is being recorded and how it will be used. 

• Work with other organisations to facilitate better use of data and enable more tailored support. 
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Hamish has adapted 
after a job loss by 
working casual and 
gig economy jobs to 
make ends meet. 

To manage 
his bills on an 
inconsistent 
income, he 
has limited 
his social 
activities  
and reduced 
his spending 
on other 
essentials. 

He often uses payday loans and buy 
now pay later services to pay for 
essentials, getting into debt that he 
struggles to pay off. 

His energy retailer has become aware that 
this kind of credit is an increasing issue for 
their customers and established a project 
to explore options to better identify and 
support these customers. 

I didn't 
know there 
are other 

options for 
managing my 

bills. 

2.6 Commit to continuously improving consumer experiences 
and outcomes 
This principle is about energy service providers regularly seeking, testing and implementing new ways 
of doing things to drive improvements for consumers. 

Better practice in action 
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Better practice in action 

Like many others, Hamish lost his ongoing employment during the pandemic. He has 
adapted by working casual and gig economy jobs to make ends meet. He doesn’t know 
that payment assistance is available, so he has been managing his energy bills by making 
sacrifices in other areas of his life – he has limited his social activities, severely restricted 
his heating and cooling, and reduced his spending on other essentials such as food. The 
income from his work is inconsistent, so he often uses either payday loans or buy now 
pay later services to pay for his groceries and utilities when he finds himself short, getting 
himself into debt that he struggles to pay off. Monitoring feedback and data from customers, 
frontline staff and external stakeholders, his retailer has become aware that this kind of credit 
is becoming an increasing issue for their customers experiencing vulnerability. They have 
established a project to explore how they can better identify and support these customers, 
including options to update their billing systems or staff training so that use of buy now pay 
later services can be used as an indicator of potential vulnerability. 

Better practice findings 
Experiences of vulnerability are complex and dynamic, changing over time and interacting with 
broader social trends. We continue to learn more about how experiences of vulnerability impact 
consumers’ ability to engage. Without effective monitoring, reporting and change, energy service 
providers will miss opportunities to improve identification and support of consumers 
experiencing vulnerability. 

Performance measurement 
Well-communicated expectations of staff and performance measurement ensure organisational 
goals are adequately passed on to the frontline. Key performance indicators and other organisational 
metrics play a vital role in driving better practice and improving outcomes for consumers experiencing 
vulnerability. Clear monitoring and feedback strategies allow organisations to identify where they do 
not fully understand customers’ needs, where performance of staff has led to poor outcomes for 
customers, and where services or processes unintentionally cause harm or otherwise do not meet the 
needs of customers experiencing vulnerability.45 By measuring performance against metrics related 
to identifying and supporting consumers experiencing vulnerability, businesses can evaluate existing 
initiatives, identify opportunities for improvement and better target their actions to customers’ needs. 

Accountability and transparency 
Accountability and transparency are also essential to ensuring continuous improvement. Robust 
reporting and accountability frameworks can also contribute to building customer and stakeholder 
trust. Many energy companies already take steps to improve their accountability and transparency. 
By actively disclosing initiatives on addressing vulnerability to the public, consumer-facing energy 
businesses are better able to build and maintain trust with their customers. Where consumers see 
businesses making dedicated commitments to better practice, they are more likely to engage with 
the business when in need of assistance. 

45   UK Government Debt Management Function, Debt Management Vulnerability Toolkit for service and policy managers, 2023. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/public-sector-toolkits/debt-management-vulnerability-toolkit-for-service-and-policy-managers-v2-html
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Continuous learning and improvement 
There are many examples of ongoing research and policy development focused on understanding, 
identifying and addressing consumer vulnerability. For example, work being undertaken by the Group 
of Energy Efficiency Researchers Australia (GEER) and the Australian Government Department 
of Climate Change, Energy, the Environment and Water (DCCEEW) aims to better understand 
the drivers, indicators and outcomes of different states of energy hardship.46 Many consumer 
organisations also conduct research on emerging causes and effects of vulnerability, such as the 
use of buy now pay later products to pay for energy bills.47 Findings from new research such as 
this may provide further insights to improve processes for identifying and responding to consumers 
experiencing vulnerability. Seeking direct customer feedback is another critical way to understand 
and learn from how your decisions affect your customers. Integrating learnings from research and 
feedback with continuous improvement models can help you analyse your performance, identify 
potential problems or opportunities, and improve your products, services and processes to drive 
better outcomes for consumers experiencing vulnerability. 

Case study 

Reporting on progress of customer and community outcomes through disclosures 
at the Energy Charter48 

The Energy Charter is a unique CEO-led collaboration empowering the energy supply chain 
to work together and deliver better energy outcomes for customers and communities. 
As part of their commitment, Energy Charter signatory CEOs agree to publicly disclose how 
they are delivering against the Energy Charter’s 5 principles. They also seek direct feedback 
on their performance against the principles through engagement with stakeholder forums 
and customer or community councils, with findings shared in public feedback summaries. 

The public disclosures are part of the Energy Charter’s Accountability Process, which exists 
to add value to customers and energy businesses by identifying both positive outcomes and 
opportunities for improvement. It provides an overview of progress on the Energy Charter’s 
collaborative #BetterTogether initiatives and encourages a culture of continuous improvement 
by asking signatories to assess their maturity against the principles using shared criteria. 
Under the Energy Charter Maturity Model, signatories assess both their current progress and 
future ambitions for each principle as either ‘elementary’, ‘emerging’, ‘evolved’, ‘empowered’ 
or ‘exceeding’. 

The 2023 Disclosure indicates that signatories are growing in maturity in delivering better 
outcomes for customers and communities, making progress on the 5 principles. A focus for 
the future is to help signatories assess their individual and collective impact on customers 
and communities to better identify areas for continued improvement in the energy sector. 

46 R Bedggood, J Gardner, R Gordon, H Adams, L Reade, W Miller, L Poruschi, R Russell-Bennett, R McAndrew and K Letheren, 
A preliminary guide to equitable energy programs, 2021, Queensland University of Technology. 

47 Consumer Policy Research Centre, Buy now pay later: The experience of Victorian consumers with buy now pay later loans, 2023; 
Public Interest Advocacy Centre, Paying to pay: Using credit products to afford energy, 2023. 

48 Energy Charter, Accountability + Transparency. 

https://www.theenergycharter.com.au/accountability/disclosures/2023-disclosures/
https://eprints.qut.edu.au/226958/1/MAST_A_Preliminary_Guide_to_Equitable_Energy_Programs.pdf
https://cprc.org.au/report/buy-now-pain-later-the-experience-of-victorian-consumers-with-buy-now-pay-later-loans/
https://piac.asn.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/22.12.14-Paying-to-pay-Using-credit-products-to-afford-energy.pdf
https://www.theenergycharter.com.au/accountability/
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Case study 

Improving the customer experience through changes to the Interactive Voice 
Response system at Ergon Energy49 

In 2021, Ergon Energy Retail used research and data to improve the customer experience of 
their Interactive Voice Response system. They analysed calls to identify the top 3 drivers of 
customer contact, evaluate customer sentiment and understand consumer intention. They 
also conducted direct research with frontline employees and selected customers, including 
those who had shared complaints about the system in the past. 

Ergon Energy Retail used the insights to improve the system for customers. This included 
simplifying the menu structure, providing a call-back option and introducing tailored wait 
messages. Other changes to the menu structure and call routing reduced the need for 
manual transfers and increased the likelihood of a call being directed to the most appropriate 
customer service agent in the first instance. 

This reduced their cost to serve by enabling better resource allocation and also created 
a smoother experience for customers, reflected in increased customer satisfaction. 
The initiative was reported in their 2020–21 Energy Charter Disclosure Report. 

Principle in practice 
• Establish relevant performance indicators and organisational metrics to monitor and report on. 

• Evaluate whether consumers’ needs are being met and improve processes where needed. 

• Regularly review policies, practices and complaints to identify barriers for consumers or 
opportunities for improvement. 

• Audit records for customers experiencing financial hardship to assess whether this may have 
been exacerbated by poor service experiences or improper practices. 

• Monitor and adapt new research and developments in identifying and addressing vulnerability. 

49   Energy Queensland, Energy Charter Disclosure Report 2020–21, 2021. 

https://www.energyq.com.au/publications/past-publications
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3. Useful resources 
Other sectors and regions offer valuable learnings and insights that can be applied to drive better 
practice in the energy sector. We hope that these resources provide a useful starting point for more 
detailed consideration and implementation of the better practice principles. 

Strategic Frameworks 

Resource Summary 
Australian Communications and 
Media Authority 

Consumer vulnerability: 
expectations for the 
telecommunications industry 

2022 

This document presents the telecommunications regulator’s 
expectations for the telecommunications industry to improve 
outcomes for consumers experiencing vulnerability. Both 
telecommunications and energy are essential services, and many of 
the recommendations are also applicable in an energy context. This 
resource presents ideal outcomes and steps out, with examples, 
how different operational areas can support this outcome. 

Australian Financial Security 
Authority 

Vulnerability 
Framework 2022–25 

2022 

This resource sets out a three-year strategy for improving AFSA’s 
identification and support of vulnerable people over 3 years. Its 6 
focus areas are able to be applied to most sectors and may be a 
useful example for energy companies who are creating their own 
strategic vulnerability framework. 

Standards and guidance 

Resource Summary 
Financial Conduct Authority 
of the United Kingdom 

Guidance for firms on the 
fair treatment of vulnerable 
customers 

2021 

This resource was issued under section 139A of the Financial 
Services and Markets Act 2000 as guidance on how companies 
should act to comply with their obligations under the Principles for 
Businesses and ensure fair treatment of consumers experiencing 
vulnerability. Although produced specifically for the UK finance 
industry, much of the content in this document is broadly applicable 
across industries, including energy. It contains thorough guidance 
on the impact of vulnerability, how companies can develop their 
culture, policies, systems that understand and respond to consumer 
needs, and how this can be embedded across the workplace by 
ensuring staff are appropriately skilled and capable to engage with 
vulnerability in their roles. It includes several examples and case 
studies to aid firms in implementing good practice. 

https://www.acma.gov.au/publications/2022-05/report/consumer-vulnerability-expectations-telecommunications-industry
https://www.acma.gov.au/publications/2022-05/report/consumer-vulnerability-expectations-telecommunications-industry
https://www.acma.gov.au/publications/2022-05/report/consumer-vulnerability-expectations-telecommunications-industry
https://www.afsa.gov.au/about-us/corporate-information/key-documents/vulnerability-framework
https://www.afsa.gov.au/about-us/corporate-information/key-documents/vulnerability-framework
https://www.fca.org.uk/publications/finalised-guidance/guidance-firms-fair-treatment-vulnerable-customers
https://www.fca.org.uk/publications/finalised-guidance/guidance-firms-fair-treatment-vulnerable-customers
https://www.fca.org.uk/publications/finalised-guidance/guidance-firms-fair-treatment-vulnerable-customers
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International Organization for 
Standardization 

International Standard 22458: 
Consumer Vulnerability: 
Requirements and guidelines 
for the design and delivery of 
inclusive service 

2022 

This resource, developed by the International Organization for 
Standardization, outlines better practice requirements and guidelines 
for the development of ‘fair, flexible and inclusive’ services for the 
benefit of all consumers, including those experiencing vulnerability. 
It is not specific to any industry and is broadly applicable to any 
service-providing company. It includes an implementation checklist 
that may be helpful for businesses seeking to make changes to 
improve outcomes for consumers experiencing vulnerability. 
It also includes example questions frontline staff can use to help 
understand someone’s situation and what support may be required, 
as well as a table of possible actions to help and support consumers 
based on different types of difficulties. 

Money Advice Trust and Money 
Liaison Group (UK) 

Disclosure Environments: 
Encouraging consumers 
to disclose a mental health 
problem 

2022 

This resource provides guidance on how organisations can create 
a disclosure environment that encourages consumer disclosure of 
mental health problems. It sees disclosure as critical moments of 
trust and risk for the consumer, opportunity and judgment for staff, 
and success or failure for firms in ensuring support for consumers. 
This resource includes practical steps in building positive disclosure 
environments, supported by lived experience of consumers and 
case studies. 

Money Advice Trust and Money 
Liaison Group (UK) and Fair by 
Design 

Inclusive design in essential 
services: A practical guide for 
firms and suppliers 

2021 

This resource was developed to help companies supplying essential 
services to understand and apply inclusive design principles 
within their organisations with the goal of improving outcomes for 
consumers, particularly those experiencing vulnerability. It includes 
an ‘Activity Toolkit’ with practical exercises and case studies that 
may be useful for organisations seeking to apply inclusive design 
principles to their operations. 

Thriving Communities 
Partnership (now Thriving 
Communities Australia) 

Better Practice Guide – Staff 
Awareness and Training 

2022 

Thriving Communities Australia created this resource with support 
from South Australian Power Networks and in collaboration with 
17 organisations across sectors. The guide’s purpose is to help 
organisations better support all members of the community, 
especially people experiencing vulnerability. It sets out a better 
practice approach to staff awareness and training under four key 
pillars: staff support, organisation-wide awareness, collaborating 
with people with lived experience and the community sector, and job 
design and recruitment. Each pillar includes an overview, relevant 
considerations, suggested actions, and case study examples. There 
are also recommendations on how to get started and additional 
resources. The guide complements Thriving Communities Australia 
frameworks, including the Inclusive Organisations Framework and 
the Better Practice Capability Framework. 

https://www.iso.org/obp/ui/#iso:std:iso:22458:ed-1:v1:en
https://www.iso.org/obp/ui/#iso:std:iso:22458:ed-1:v1:en
https://www.iso.org/obp/ui/#iso:std:iso:22458:ed-1:v1:en
https://www.iso.org/obp/ui/#iso:std:iso:22458:ed-1:v1:en
https://www.iso.org/obp/ui/#iso:std:iso:22458:ed-1:v1:en
https://www.moneyandmentalhealth.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Discosure-Guide-1-Disclosure-Environments.pdf
https://www.moneyandmentalhealth.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Discosure-Guide-1-Disclosure-Environments.pdf
https://www.moneyandmentalhealth.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Discosure-Guide-1-Disclosure-Environments.pdf
https://www.moneyandmentalhealth.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Discosure-Guide-1-Disclosure-Environments.pdf
https://www.moneyadvicetrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Inclusive_Design_in_Essential_Services_-_A_practical_guide_for_firms_and_suppliers.pdf
https://www.moneyadvicetrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Inclusive_Design_in_Essential_Services_-_A_practical_guide_for_firms_and_suppliers.pdf
https://www.moneyadvicetrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Inclusive_Design_in_Essential_Services_-_A_practical_guide_for_firms_and_suppliers.pdf
https://thriving.org.au/what-we-do/better-practice-guide-project
https://thriving.org.au/what-we-do/better-practice-guide-project
https://thriving.org.au/what-we-do/better-practice-scan
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Toolkits for better practice 

Resource Summary 
Australian Energy Council 

Statement of objectives & 
principles: Best practice energy 
retail customer assistance – 
through COVID and beyond 

2021 

This resource presents best practice principles and outcome 
intentions to help inform the development and implementation 
of processes to support those experiencing payment difficulty. 
It is intended to be applied in a bespoke manner according to 
the circumstances and needs of specific customers, focusing on 
positive long-term outcomes. 

Australian Energy Council 

Principles in practice resource: 
Guidance for retailers seeking 
to implement best practice 
customer support 

2021 

This resource offers practical guidance for energy retailers to apply 
best practice principles when aiding people in managing energy 
costs. It does this by presenting a scenario and an objective, and 
steps out how retailers may act in this situation to achieve best-
practice assistance outcomes. 

Essential Services Commission 
(Victoria) 

Better Practice in responding 
to family violence: Exploring 
ways energy and water retailers 
can provide family violence 
assistance that is safe and 
effective 

2019 

This resource offers practical advice on how to implement safe 
and effective family violence responses. Using in-depth case 
studies from major organisations in industries including banking, 
telecommunications, sport, postal services, energy and water, the 
toolkit steps through five key principles to support better practice 
for customers experiencing family violence. 

Government Debt Management 
Function (UK) 

Debt Management Vulnerability 
Toolkit for frontline debt 
management staff 

2023 

This resource was created to help frontline staff working in debt 
management to identify and respond to vulnerability in their roles. 
It includes examples of behavioural or verbal cues that may indirectly 
indicate vulnerability, as well as various tools, protocols and scripts 
frontline staff may use to assist them in their engagement with 
consumers experiencing vulnerability or their representatives. 
This is part of a series of toolkits developed by the UK Government 
for debt management. 

Office of Gas and Electricity 
Markets of the United Kingdom 
(OFGEM) 

Good practice for supporting 
customers in payment difficulty 

2022 

This resource shares examples of what the UK energy regulator 
considers to be good practice when supporting people who are 
struggling to pay their energy bills. It focuses on 4 main areas: debt 
prevention, debt communications, debt support and debt recovery. 

Queensland University 
of Technology 

Supporting CALD Australians 
to be empowered energy 
consumers 

2023 

This resource provides 6 strategic recommendations to industry 
on how to better support energy consumers from culturally and 
linguistically diverse backgrounds. The recommendations are 
informed by comprehensive qualitative research into the lived 
experiences of culturally and linguistically diverse consumers, 
undertaken with funding from Energy Consumers Australia. 

https://www.energycouncil.com.au/media/blxho1uz/final-statement.pdf
https://www.energycouncil.com.au/media/blxho1uz/final-statement.pdf
https://www.energycouncil.com.au/media/blxho1uz/final-statement.pdf
https://www.energycouncil.com.au/media/blxho1uz/final-statement.pdf
https://www.energycouncil.com.au/media/ukknujaz/finalb-1.pdf
https://www.energycouncil.com.au/media/ukknujaz/finalb-1.pdf
https://www.energycouncil.com.au/media/ukknujaz/finalb-1.pdf
https://www.energycouncil.com.au/media/ukknujaz/finalb-1.pdf
https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/better-practice-responding-family-violence
https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/better-practice-responding-family-violence
https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/better-practice-responding-family-violence
https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/better-practice-responding-family-violence
https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/better-practice-responding-family-violence
https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/better-practice-responding-family-violence
https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/better-practice-responding-family-violence
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/public-sector-toolkits/debt-management-vulnerability-toolkit-for-frontline-debt-management-staff-v2-html
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/public-sector-toolkits/debt-management-vulnerability-toolkit-for-frontline-debt-management-staff-v2-html
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/public-sector-toolkits/debt-management-vulnerability-toolkit-for-frontline-debt-management-staff-v2-html
https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/publications/good-practice-supporting-customers-payment-difficulty
https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/publications/good-practice-supporting-customers-payment-difficulty
https://research.qut.edu.au/social-marketing-research-group/wp-content/uploads/sites/331/2021/02/Supporting-CALD-Australians-to-be-empowered-energy-consumers-Toolkit-of-Recommendations-FINAL-1.pdf
https://research.qut.edu.au/social-marketing-research-group/wp-content/uploads/sites/331/2021/02/Supporting-CALD-Australians-to-be-empowered-energy-consumers-Toolkit-of-Recommendations-FINAL-1.pdf
https://research.qut.edu.au/social-marketing-research-group/wp-content/uploads/sites/331/2021/02/Supporting-CALD-Australians-to-be-empowered-energy-consumers-Toolkit-of-Recommendations-FINAL-1.pdf



