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ABOUT THE CODE AND THE CCMC
The Code
The Code of Banking Practice (the Code) is a voluntary code of conduct which sets standards of good
banking practice for subscribing banks to follow when dealing with persons who are, or who may
become, an individual or small business customer of a code-subscribing bank or a guarantor. There
are 13 banking groups which subscribe to the Code, covering 95% of the Australian retail banking
market.

The CCMC
The Code Compliance Monitoring Committee (the CCMC) is an independent compliance monitoring
body established under clause 36 of the Code.
The CCMC’s purpose is to promote compliance with the Code and thereby contribute to the
improvement of standards of practice and service by banks. Its aim is to be a trusted and valued
partner, helping the code-subscribing banks to comply with their code obligations, ultimately creating
a better banking experience. To achieve this, the CCMC and its Secretariat adopt a responsive,
focused and collaborative approach to working with the code-subscribing banks.
The CCMC’s powers and functions are set out in its Mandate. The Mandate is published by the
Australian Bankers’ Association (the ABA) along with the Code. By adopting the 2013 version of the
Code, code-subscribing banks endorsed this Mandate.
The CCMC conducts a compliance program that reflects the objectives of the Code and comprises
three core activities, namely monitoring, investigating and engaging. Under clause 5.1 of its Mandate,
the CCMC’s monitoring role includes conducting inquiries for the purposes of monitoring compliance
with a particular requirement or requirements of the Code.
The CCMC is able to use a range of investigative and monitoring techniques when conducting these
inquiries including:






requests for information from code-subscribing banks
compliance visits to the premises of code-subscribing banks
consultation with consumer advocates
market research activities such as mystery shopping, surveys and forums, and
engaging external experts.

The findings of these inquiries are provided to all participating banks to influence and encourage
positive change in code compliance monitoring frameworks and to share experience of good industry
practice and areas requiring improvement.
The CCMC publishes reports of all completed inquiries on the CCMC website at www.ccmc.org.au.

How to read this report
For ease of reference:




‘bank’ means a bank which subscribes to the Code
‘Code’ is a reference to the 2013 version of the Code, unless otherwise stated, and
‘consumer’ or ‘customer’ means an individual or small business that is either a customer or
potential customer of a bank.
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1.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This report has been prepared by the Code Compliance Monitoring Committee (the CCMC)
following its Own Motion Inquiry into code-subscribing banks’ compliance with their financial
difficulty1 obligations under clause 28 of the Code of Banking Practice (the Code).
The CCMC determined to undertake an inquiry in this area as it continues to receive
allegations from consumers that banks have breached these obligations and self-reports of
breaches by banks.
Financial difficulty remains one of the most significant and sensitive areas of engagement
between banks and their customers. The obligations under the Code demonstrate banks’
commitment to assisting customers who are or may be experiencing financial difficulty.
In conducting the inquiry, the CCMC:


Engaged with all banks to better understand the processes and procedures they have
in place to assist customers experiencing financial difficulty.



Surveyed consumer advocates including financial counselling groups, community
legal centres and small business representatives to gain insight into customers’
experiences when dealing with their bank.



Reviewed bank websites and visited bank branches to establish the information about
financial difficulty assistance that is available to customers.

The inquiry was conducted in accordance with clause 5.1 of the CCMC’s Mandate.
The CCMC thanks all stakeholders for their contributions and the time and commitment
taken to respond to this inquiry.

1.1 Overview
All subscribing banks have in place procedures to try to help customers overcome their
financial difficulties with credit facilities they have with their bank, as required by the Code. In
addition, banks have confirmed it is their policy to engage actively and co-operatively with
customers to ensure effective outcomes.
The results of the survey completed by consumer advocates suggest that, overall, banks
have made improvements to the way in which they deal with customers experiencing
financial difficulty. This is consistent with the findings of the 2015 ‘Rank the Bank’ survey
conducted by Financial Counselling Australia which also highlighted improvements.
The responses to the surveys of consumer advocates and small business representatives,
however, suggest that issues still occur for both individual and small business customers,
particularly where the customer’s situation is unique or requires longer-term solutions.
The CCMC acknowledges that banks have worked to improve outcomes for customers
experiencing financial difficulty. The CCMC has however identified the following ways in
which banks could increase their level of compliance with the Code:
1

Financial difficulty refers to a customer’s inability to meet obligations under a credit facility due to an unexpected
change in circumstances such as illness, unemployment or other reasonable cause.
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Ensure that their processes and procedures are applied consistently for all
customers, including those who are not represented by a consumer advocate.



Ensure their processes are appropriate for customers with particular issues, for
example those related to poor mental health or family violence.



Ensure they can identify when a customer requests financial difficulty assistance a
second or subsequent time.



Consider whether their procedures are adequate to avoid making unnecessary or
inappropriate requests for information that may be difficult or time consuming for
customers to fulfil.



Continue to identify areas where further improvements can be made.

1.2 Key findings
A summary of the CCMC’s key findings are found in Table 1 below.
Table 1: The CCMC’s key findings

Area of assessment

Access to information about
financial difficulty
assistance (code clauses
28.10 & 28.5)

Methods to identify
customers who may be
experiencing financial
difficulty (28.4, 28.11 & 9 training)

Banks’ processes and
procedures to assist
customers to overcome
their financial difficulties &
banks’ engagement with
customers requesting
financial difficulty
assistance more than once
(28.2)

Key findings


Banks use a range of channels to provide information to
customers about financial difficulty assistance.



Banks’ websites are a good source of information, however in a
small number of cases, locating this information was not
straightforward.



Most bank branches provide access to appropriate information
and guidance to customers who may be experiencing financial
difficulty.



Six small business representatives informed the CCMC that
knowledge of the financial difficulty assistance available from
banks is low among small businesses.



Banks have a range of methods to identify customers who may
be experiencing financial difficulty.



For most banks, training is available to staff to assist them to
identify triggers from conversations with customers.



Requests for assistance are assessed on a case-by-case basis.



Generally the process for dealing with subsequent requests for
assistance is the same as for dealing with initial requests.



Banks review a customer’s profile when assessing an application
to identify whether an individual customer has requested
assistance more than once.



Data provided by some banks suggests a significant proportion of
customers in financial difficulty (>30%) seek subsequent
assistance.
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Area of assessment

Requests for information to
support a request for
financial difficulty (28.6)

Suspension of debt
collection activities when
considering applications for
financial difficulty
assistance (32.1 - debt
collection)
Monitoring of code
obligations to train staff and
act fairly and reasonably
towards customers in a
consistent and ethical
manner (3.2 - key
commitments & 28.11)

Availability of copies of the
Code (11)

Key findings
 Customers who request assistance for themselves directly may
not receive the same outcome as those who are represented by
a consumer advocate.


Providing short-term assistance initially may provide customers
with time to recover their situation or prepare for a longer-term
solution.



Banks should consider the appropriateness of their approaches
when dealing with customers experiencing more challenging
circumstances, such as mental health issues and family violence.



Most requests for information to support applications for financial
difficulty assistance are appropriate and consistent across the
industry.



Some requests for information to support applications for
financial difficulty assistance may be inappropriate or difficult for
consumers to satisfy, especially where a customer is experiencing
illness, family violence, mental health issues or where the request
may impose significant costs on the customer (for example for
small businesses).



Banks confirmed that they have processes in place to suspend
debt collection activity on a customer’s account while that
customer’s request for financial difficulty assistance is being
considered.



Banks undertake a range of monitoring activities to ensure
compliance with the financial difficulty and key commitment
obligations under the Code.



Copies of the Code are available on all bank websites, however,
they were not readily visible or available in all bank branches
visited by the CCMC.
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1.3 Recommendations
The CCMC has made a number of recommendations to banks on what it considers to be
good industry practice and to assist with improved compliance with the Code, which can be
found in Table 2 below.
Table 2: The CCMC’s recommendations to banks

Access to information about financial difficulty assistance
R1

Ensure that information about financial difficulty assistance is prominent on bank website home
pages and is readily found using obvious search terms.

R2

Ensure that information is made readily available on websites about:








the bank’s specialised financial difficulty team and how to contact it
the types of arrangements which may be available
the types of documentation that a customer may need to provide to support an application
a customer’s rights under legislation and the Code, including relevant timeframes
internal and external dispute resolution in the event that a customer is not satisfied with the
financial difficulty assistance offered
special relief packages on offer, such as emergency support for customers and
communities following a natural disaster, and
other sources of information, such as the Doing It Tough and Financial Counselling
Australia websites.

R3

Consider the effective delivery of information regarding financial difficulty assistance via new
technologies such as mobile phone applications and ensure that a customer who interacts with
a bank primarily through such technologies has equivalent access to financial difficulty
information.

R4

Enhance the availability of brochures and the display of posters throughout banks’ branch
networks.

R5

Ensure staff are able to provide at least basic information regarding financial difficulty
assistance or know where to refer customers when enquiries are made within a branch,
particularly where only one branch staff member is able or permitted to discuss such matters
with a customer.

Methods to identify customers who may be experiencing financial difficulty
R6

Ensure frontline staff are trained to identify common causes of financial difficulty from
conversations with customers as early as possible. Staff should also be trained so that they
have an adequate knowledge of the provisions of the Code, including the financial difficulty
obligations, and can discharge their functions in compliance with the Code.

R7

Monitor the effectiveness of all methods for identifying customers who may be in difficulty and
improve processes where they are not successful.

Assisting and engaging customers in financial difficulty & those requesting assistance more than
once
R8

As part of internal monitoring processes, capture and analyse data regarding which customers
request assistance more than once and complaints related to financial difficulty assistance.

R9

Ensure that any assistance offered to customers is appropriate to their circumstances and that
a longer-term offering is considered where it is evident that a short term solution will not
contribute to the customer overcoming their financial difficulty.

R10 Ensure that the outcomes of requests for financial difficulty assistance are effective for both
those made by consumers alone and those made with the assistance of a consumer advocate.
This can partly be achieved by using simple language in correspondence with customers and
considering the communication needs of individual customers.
R11 Banks should have staff who are trained to deal with customers who are experiencing
particularly sensitive circumstances, such as mental health issues and family violence. All staff
should be trained to refer relevant cases to these staff members.
Requests for information
R12 Banks should be flexible in their requirements for information to support a request for financial
difficulty assistance, particularly where they are aware a customer is experiencing illness,
family violence, mental health issues, or where the request may impose significant costs on the
customer (for example for small businesses).
Suspension of debt collection activities
R13 Monitor processes for the suspension of debt collection activities when considering
applications for financial difficulty assistance to ensure they are adhered to, addressing any
deficiencies in practice or staff knowledge.
Staff training and acting fairly and reasonably towards customers
R14 Continue to monitor compliance with the Code to support the ongoing improvement of
standards of practice and service when dealing with customers experiencing financial difficulty.
Copies of the Code
R15 Review the availability of the Code to ensure that it is accessible in all bank branches.

In addition to making these recommendations, the CCMC will:


Develop a Guidance Note related to financial difficulty to ensure stakeholders are
aware of the CCMC’s likely approach to financial difficulty matters.



Continue to monitor banks’ compliance with the financial difficulty obligations under
the Code through its investigations into alleged code breaches and its Annual
Compliance Statement program.
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2.

INTRODUCTION

2.1 Why did the CCMC undertake the inquiry?
The CCMC conducted an inquiry into how effectively banks comply with their financial
difficulty obligations to individual and small business customers under clause 28 the Code.
In its 2014–15 Annual Work Plan2, the CCMC identified financial difficulty as a key area of
focus. The inquiry was conducted:


To verify information received from banks in their Annual Compliance Statements3 to
the CCMC that they have effectively transitioned to the revised financial difficulty
obligations under clause 28 of the 2013 version of the Code.



In response to feedback from stakeholders that financial difficulty remains one of the
most significant and sensitive areas of engagement between banks and their
customers.



As a result of the volume of allegations made by consumers to the CCMC that banks
had breached their financial difficulty code obligations and the number of breaches of
these obligations self-reported by banks in recent Annual Compliance Statement
programs.



As financial difficulty remains one of the primary areas of disputes lodged with
external dispute resolution schemes, such as the scheme provided by the Financial
Ombudsman Service (FOS) Australia.

The inquiry was conducted between April and September 2015. Further information about
the background to the inquiry is located in Appendix 2.

2.2 What was the CCMC’s objective?
The objective of this inquiry was to assess whether banks:


Provide appropriate and accessible information for customers experiencing financial
difficulty on their websites and by other means.



Have adequate methods to identify customers who may be experiencing financial
difficulty.



Have appropriate processes and procedures in place to assist both individual
customers and small businesses to overcome their financial difficulties with credit
facilities.



Engage effectively with customers who request financial difficulty assistance more
than once.



Request only relevant and appropriate information to support a request for financial
difficulty assistance.



Have effectively trained staff on the obligations within the Code and meet their key
commitment to act fairly and reasonably towards customers in a consistent and
ethical manner in meeting their obligations under clause 28.

2

The full work plan is available at www.ccmc.org.au/2014/07/23/ccmc-work-plan-2014-to-2017/
The Annual Compliance Statement program allows banks to self-report to the CCMC on areas of good practice
as well as non-compliance to highlight areas for priority attention or follow up and identify any significant breaches
and systemic failures in meeting their Code obligations.
3
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The CCMC sought to benchmark current industry practice in this area and identify both good
practice and less effective approaches.

2.3 What does ‘financial difficulty’ mean?
The CCMC notes that in the absence of a specific definition within the Code, the term
‘financial difficulty’ within clause 28 should be interpreted in a manner consistent with its
ordinary meaning and its common use within the financial services sector. In this regard the
CCMC believes the guidance provided by FOS and the Australian Bankers’ Association (the
ABA) and included in Appendix 2 should be noted.
Accordingly, for the purposes of its monitoring activities, the CCMC provides banks with the
following definition for financial difficulty:
“An inability to meet obligations under a credit facility due to an unexpected change in
circumstances such as illness, unemployment or other reasonable cause. It may require
assistance such as a short term variation to a customer’s repayment obligations but is
unlikely to include overlooked or late payments, in the absence of evidence that the
consumer is unlikely to be able to pay.”

2.4 What are the code obligations?
Clause 28 of the 2013 version of the Code introduced enhanced obligations for banks
towards individual customers and small businesses4 who are experiencing financial
difficulties with their credit facilities. Certain obligations under clause 28 were not considered
as part of this inquiry as they are consistent with other legislation and regulation or questions
directly related to these obligations were asked in the 2013–14 CCMC Annual Compliance
Statement.
There are also related obligations under:


Clause 32 of the Code – debt collection, where banks have agreed not to assign a
debt while considering an application for financial difficulty assistance under clause
28.



Clause 3.25 – banks’ key commitment to act fairly and reasonably towards customers
in a consistent and ethical manner.



Clause 9 – staff training and competency and clause 11 – availability of copies of the
Code.

The financial difficulty obligations are listed in full under Appendix 1 and are summarised
throughout this report.

2.5 What laws / guidelines apply?
In addition to the code obligations, there are numerous laws and regulatory guidance that
apply to the handling of financial difficulty matters, including:

4

Small business is defined under the Code.
Code clause 36(b)iii states that the CCMC’s compliance monitoring functions and powers do not extend to
clause 3 of the Code unless a breach of clause 3 is also a breach of another provision of the Code.
5
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The National Credit Code6, which is a Schedule to the National Consumer Credit
Protection Act 2009 (NCCP).



The Australian Securities and Investments Commission (ASIC) and the Australian
Competition and Consumer Commission’s (ACCC) Debt Collection Guideline.7



ASIC Regulatory Guide 1658 regarding internal and external dispute resolution.

Further information regarding these can be found on ASIC’s website9 and ASIC’s
Moneysmart website.10
In June 2013, the ABA released an industry guideline, which it has encouraged banks to
incorporate into their programs for dealing with customers experiencing financial difficulty.
This guideline11 was updated in March 2015, and the ABA has confirmed that it provides
banks with guidance on how they should meet their code obligations.
Since April 2013, FOS has released four documents outlining its approach12 to financial
difficulty.

6

www.asic.gov.au/regulatory-resources/credit/credit-general-conduct-obligations/national-credit-code/
www.accc.gov.au/publications/debt-collection-guideline-for-collectors-creditors
8 http://download.asic.gov.au/media/3285121/rg165-published-2-july-2015.pdf
9 www.asic.gov.au
10 https://www.moneysmart.gov.au/borrowing-and-credit/consumer-credit-regulation
11 www.bankers.asn.au/Media/Media-Releases/Media-release-2015/New-guidance-to-enhance-support-forpeople-in-financial-hardship
12 www.fos.org.au/publications/our-approach/the-fos-approach-to-financial-difficulty/
7
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3.

METHODOLOGY

3.1 Reviews of code-subscribing banks’ websites and branch visits
Website reviews
The CCMC reviewed 22 websites belonging to the various divisions and brands of the 13
banking groups which subscribe to the Code. This consisted of a desk-top review of:



the information available to customers on banks’ full websites based on the criteria
outlined in Appendix 6, and
whether there were links or contact information related to financial difficult assistance
on mobile versions of these websites.

Branch visits
The CCMC visited a sample of 44 branches across the 11 banking groups that have a
branch network to identify what information was available for customers about financial
difficulty assistance. Two banking groups were excluded from this part of the inquiry as they
provide online services only.
The distribution of the sample for the visits to each bank was based on the size of the bank13
and the number of requests for assistance that the bank reported in the CCMC’s 2013–14
Annual Compliance Statement. The visits were conducted throughout April in Melbourne and
Brisbane.

3.2 Questionnaires to code-subscribing banks
The CCMC distributed a questionnaire to all banks to complete. This questionnaire covered
the objectives outlined in Section 2.2 and a copy is provided in Appendix 3.

3.3 Engagement with consumer advocates and small business
representatives
The CCMC consulted with financial counselling groups, community legal centres and small
business representatives via a survey administered during April 2015 to gain insight into the
experiences of individual and small business customers when seeking financial difficulty
assistance.
The CCMC received 75 responses, including:


55 from financial counsellors



seven from community legal centres



seven from staff at other organisations such as family services and welfare agencies,
and



six from representatives of small businesses.

Copies of the survey instruments are included at Appendices 4 and 5.

13

Using the Australian Prudential Regulation Authority’s monthly banking statistics for February 2015:
www.apra.gov.au/adi/publications/pages/monthly-banking-statistics.aspx
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3.4 Analysis and assessment of the data
The CCMC collated, analysed and assessed the information gathered as part of the inquiry
and considered other available information that could provide it with insights into matters
related to financial difficulty. All information was assessed to establish:


Whether code-subscribing banks have appropriate processes and procedures to
comply with clause 28 of the Code.



Whether these processes and procedures are being applied in practice.



Examples of good industry practice.



A broader understanding of trends and issues regarding compliance with the financial
difficulty obligations within the Code.

3.5 Consultation and reporting
The CCMC discussed the key findings arising from the inquiry with all participants and
reported individual results to each code-subscribing bank. These results included
benchmarked performance and comparative data analysis.
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4.

KEY FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

4.1 Do banks provide appropriate and accessible information for customers
experiencing financial difficulty?
Many consumers now rely on the internet and web-based material as an essential source of
information. Others have ‘moved beyond’ the Internet and rely significantly on other
technology to engage with their bank, in particular smartphone applications. For those
customers who do not have access to the internet, it is important that information can be
provided by other means.

What are the code obligations?
Under clause 28.10 of the Code, banks have agreed to make information about their
processes for dealing with customers in financial difficulty available on their websites and
in another format if a customer does not have access to the bank's website.
Clause 28.5, encourages a customer who considers they are, or expect to be,
experiencing financial difficulties to make contact with their bank.
The ABA industry guideline14 provides practical guidance on what banks can do to meet their
obligations under the Code when dealing with customers who may be experiencing financial
difficulty and promotes best practice across the banking industry.
This guideline states that banks should provide information on their websites that is suitable,
prominent, easily identifiable, and accessible and available directly from the homepage,
which includes at a minimum:


basic facts about financial difficulty



an explanation about the bank’s approach to financial difficulty, and



information about the availability of financial difficulty assistance and how to get it.

It also states that banks will ensure this information is available at branches including through
displays such as industry posters, counter cards and brochures, to raise awareness about
the availability of financial difficulty assistance and provide contact details for the bank’s
dedicated financial difficulty team.

What did the CCMC do?
The CCMC assessed whether:

14



Banks provide appropriate and accessible information for customers experiencing
financial difficulty on their websites and by other means, including branches.



Appropriate and accessible information is available to customers so that they can
contact the bank.

www.bankers.asn.au/ArticleDocuments/113/Financial_Hardship_Guidelines_March_2015_Final.pdf.aspx
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What did the CCMC find?
Banks use a range of channels to provide information to customers about financial
difficulty assistance
In response to the questionnaire distributed to the 13 banking groups, the banks have
indicated to the CCMC that the internet, letters, branches and call centres are the most
common channels for providing information regarding financial difficulty assistance to
customers.
The breakdown of the channels banks use to inform customers that they can contact the
bank if they are experiencing financial difficulty is displayed in Chart 1 below.
Chart 1: Channels used by banks to inform customers about financial difficulty assistance
12

No. of banks

10
8
6
4
2
0
Internet

Letters

Branches

Telephone

Email

Account
statements

Mobile
banking

Other (inc
SMS)

Channel
The CCMC has found that for the five banks which referred to mobile banking in their
response, information regarding financial difficulty assistance tends to be available through
links to mobile friendly versions of websites rather than being embedded within an
application.
Banks reported they use these channels to provide information to customers about how they
can contact the bank if they are experiencing financial difficulty and banks’ processes for
dealing with customers in financial difficulty (see Table 3 below).
Table 3: Information provided by banks across various channels

Channel

Information provided

Websites

General information, guides, FAQs, application forms and information advising
customers to contact the bank when in financial difficulty.

Product disclosure
documents and
brochures

General information – available online or in branches.
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Account statements

Suggestions to contact the bank if the customer is having difficulty making
payments.

Default notices /
collections letters

Advising that financial difficulty assistance is available.

Branches / call centres

Facilitate phone calls from a branch to the dedicated financial difficulty team;
staff in branches and call centres who are trained to identify trigger statements
and refer customers to the dedicated financial difficulty team.

SMS

Messages to customers in areas affected by natural disasters.

Banks’ websites are a good source of information for consumers about financial
difficulty assistance
The CCMC reviewed 22 full websites and found that:


All of the websites have a link to information regarding financial difficulty assistance
available on the homepage.



The information available to customers ranged from simply providing contact details
and a brief explanation of what financial difficulty means to those which had
comprehensive ‘Frequently Asked Questions’, an outline of a customer's legal rights
and an indication of documents a customer may need to provide to support an
application for assistance.



21 websites provided links to further relevant information including the ABA’s Doing It
Tough website and Financial Counselling Australia’s website.



20 websites provided phone numbers for specialised financial difficulty teams, while
one bank stated a customer should refer to their branch manager and one provided
the generic customer service phone number.



20 websites provided details of methods of contacting their bank including postal
address, email address or online form submission.



19 websites provided information about the types of assistance which may be
available.

However, the CCMC also found that:


On some websites the link to financial difficulty information from the homepage was
less prominent than on others.



While all of the websites have search functionality, for five, basic search terms did not
always produce results that direct the user to relevant information.



On five websites, locating information about internal and external dispute resolution
(IDR and EDR) – in the event that financial difficulty assistance was not provided –
was not straightforward.



Across the industry there is only limited information about financial difficulty
assistance available in terms and conditions and financial services guides. Further,
these documents are also not always easy to locate on websites.

In addition, for the 22 full websites reviewed, there are 17 versions of these sites that are
specifically adapted for use on mobile devices. 12 of these contain links or contact
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information related to financial difficult assistance. The others provide access to the full
website which, as noted above, all have homepage links to financial difficulty information.
Most bank branches provide appropriate information and guidance to customers who
may be experiencing financial difficulty
Staff in 34 of the 44 branches visited by the CCMC stated that they would discuss a
customer’s circumstances with them privately, then call the bank’s specialised financial
difficulty team and assist a customer with the call where appropriate. The CCMC considers
this to be good practice.
The CCMC notes that staff in 35 branches confirmed it was rare to find customers requesting
financial difficulty assistance in a branch and websites may now be the most common source
of information.
However, in eight cases, staff did not appear to be aware of the relevant bank process or the
only staff member who could assist the customer was not available at the time of the visit. In
these instances, therefore, a customer may not be able to access information about what
steps to take next regarding their situation from the branch. This lack of awareness may be
non-compliant with clause 9 of the Code regarding staff training and competency.
This issue may be exacerbated by the absence of posters and leaflets/brochures promoting
financial difficulty assistance in most branches. While the ABA industry guideline states that
the provision of such materials within branches is good practice, only three branches of one
bank had posters and 17 branches overall had brochures.
Knowledge of financial difficulty assistance available is low among small businesses,
according to the six survey responses received by the CCMC
The CCMC acknowledges the limited number of responses to its survey from small business
representatives. However, the six responses received suggest there may be a lack of
knowledge among small business about their right to financial difficulty assistance under the
Code.
Conclusions and recommendations
As noted by consumer advocates and acknowledged by the ABA in its industry guideline, it
should be recognised that customers may be reluctant to seek assistance due to a number of
factors, including embarrassment, denial, or fear. With this in mind, the CCMC considers it is
good practice for banks to ensure that access to information about financial difficulty
assistance is straightforward for all customers.
As such the CCMC makes the following recommendations to banks:
Recommendation

Rationale

R1

This ensures that customers in
financial difficulty can easily find the
relevant information.

R2

Ensure that information about financial difficulty
assistance is prominent on bank website home
pages and is readily found using obvious search
terms.
Ensure that information is made readily available
on websites about:


the bank’s specialised financial difficulty team
and how to contact it
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the types of arrangements which may be
available
the types of documentation that a customer
may need to provide to support an application
a customer’s rights under legislation and the
Code, including relevant timeframes
internal and external dispute resolution in the
event that a customer is not satisfied with the
financial difficulty assistance offered
special relief packages on offer, such as
emergency support for customers and
communities following a natural disaster, and
other sources of information, such as the
Doing It Tough and Financial Counselling
Australia websites.

R3

Consider the effective delivery of information
regarding financial difficulty assistance via new
technologies such as mobile phone applications
and ensure that a customer who interacts with a
bank primarily through such technologies has
equivalent access to financial difficulty
information.

In light of the changing use of
innovative mobile technology, banks
should consider how important
information is effectively delivered
to customers.

R4

Enhance the availability of brochures and the
display of posters throughout banks’ branch
networks.

This is good practice, ensuring a
consistent message is delivered to
customers in financial difficulty. It is
also consistent with the ABA’s
industry guideline.

R5

Ensure staff are able to provide at least basic
information regarding financial difficulty
assistance or know where to refer customers
when enquiries are made within a branch,
particularly where only one branch staff member
is able or permitted to discuss such matters with
a customer.

This is consistent with clause 9 of
the Code regarding staff training and
competency.

4.2 Do banks have adequate methods to identify customers who may be
experiencing financial difficulty?
Early and effective identification of customers in financial difficulty may lead to more effective
outcomes for those customers.
In addition to the obligations of the Code, the ABA industry guideline states that training
should be provided to frontline staff regarding referring customers to the bank’s dedicated
financial difficulty team and that the training should include tips on identifying customers who
may benefit from financial difficulty assistance.

CCMC Own Motion Inquiry: Financial Difficulty

Page 18 of 41

What are the code obligations?
Under clause 28.4, if the bank identifies that the customer may be experiencing financial
difficulties, the bank may decide to contact the customer and discuss available assistance.
Under clause 28.11, banks must ensure that relevant staff who are responsible for dealing
with customers about their financial difficulties are trained in the provisions of the Code
and the National Credit Code.
Under clause 9, banks must ensure that staff are trained to work competently and
efficiently in compliance with the Code and have adequate knowledge of the provisions of
the Code and its application.

What did the CCMC do?
The CCMC sought to assess:


How banks identify customers who may be experiencing financial difficulty and
whether processes are appropriate.



Whether banks effectively train staff to assist adequately with this identification.

What did the CCMC find?
Banks have a range of methods to identify customers who may be experiencing
financial difficulty
The main methods banks use to identify customers who may be experiencing financial
difficulty are:


when customers indicate they are experiencing financial difficulty themselves



automated reports of accounts overdrawn or credit facilities in arrears



staff identifying triggers from their conversations with customers over the phone or
face to face, including collections calls when establishing why the customer has
missed a payment



from reviews of customer complaints, and



from monitoring external events such as natural disasters.

The CCMC considers that if these methods are employed effectively and consistently, banks
are well placed to identify customers who may be experiencing financial difficulty.
Staff are trained to identify triggers from conversations with customers
A range of training materials were provided to the CCMC by the banks. Banks also indicated
that some training was applicable to all frontline staff, while more specific training may be
provided to specialist financial difficulty teams and collections staff.
Most of the banks have demonstrated that they conduct appropriate training to assist staff to
identify triggers for financial difficulty from conversations with customers.
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Training is delivered to staff through a broad range of channels including:


operating procedures



face to face / workshops



online learning facilities



through the use of call scripts, and



by ongoing coaching and conducting ad hoc performance reviews.

One bank noted training regarding financial difficulty is mandatory for all staff before having
conversations with customers, including undertaking an accreditation test. The CCMC
considers this to be good practice.
Most of the examples of training provided indicated that staff are encouraged to listen
‘actively’ to customers and recognise trigger statements which may relate to the following
areas:


addiction



bereavement



medical conditions



reduced income / unemployment



business downturns



natural disasters



over-commitment regarding finances, and



relationship issues such as separation or divorce.

Depending on their role, staff are then encouraged to contact the financial difficulty team
within the bank.
Recommendations
The CCMC encourages banks to:
Recommendation

Rationale

R6

Ensure frontline staff are trained to
identify common causes of financial
difficulty from conversations with
customers as early as possible. Staff
should also be trained so that they have
an adequate knowledge of the provisions
of the Code, including the financial
difficulty obligations, and can discharge
their functions in compliance with the
Code.

Early identification of financial difficulty is
more likely to assist the customer in
meeting their financial obligations and more
effectively resolve their situation before it
deteriorates any further.

R7

Monitor the effectiveness of all methods
for identifying customers experiencing
financial difficulty and improve processes
where they are not successful.

Improved processes will result in better
outcomes for customers.
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4.3 Do banks have appropriate processes and procedures to assist
customers to overcome their financial difficulties?
In the CCMC’s view, the financial difficulty obligations within the Code require the banks to
take a positive and active approach to ‘working with’ a customer to overcome their financial
difficulties and imply engaging in genuine dialogue.
In addition, FOS’s approach15 notes that subsequent requests for assistance may happen
because the original assistance was not realistic or robust enough for the circumstances, or
that an anticipated positive change in circumstances has not eventuated. FOS considers that
banks should review any subsequent requests for assistance with fresh eyes, independently
of any previous agreements.

What are the code obligations?
Under clause 28.2 of the Code, with customers' agreement and cooperation, banks will try
to help them overcome their financial difficulties with any credit facility they have with the
bank by, for example, working with a customer to develop a repayment plan.

What did the CCMC do?
The CCMC assessed whether:


Banks have appropriate processes and procedures in place to assist both individual
customers and small businesses to overcome their financial difficulties with credit
facilities.



Banks engage effectively with customers who request financial difficulty assistance
more than once.

In order to make this assessment, the CCMC asked banks several questions about financial
difficulty applications where a customer has requested assistance more than once. The
CCMC also asked consumer advocates and small business representatives about their
experiences where customers who requested assistance more than once had outcomes that
were and were not fair, reasonable and/ or appropriate.

What did the CCMC find?
Requests for assistance are assessed on a case-by-case basis, and generally the
process for dealing with subsequent requests for assistance is the same as for
dealing with initial requests
The banks reported that all requests for financial difficulty assistance are assessed on a
case-by-case basis depending on the individual circumstances of the customer. The same
procedure will be followed to assess the customer’s subsequent request for assistance as an
initial request. As part of this process banks will consider if anything has changed for the
customer since the first assistance was provided and what is likely to change in the future.
This is consistent with the CCMC’s view of banks engaging in a positive and active way and
with the guidance published by the ABA and FOS.
15

https://www.fos.org.au/publications/our-approach/the-fos-approach-to-financial-difficulty/
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Ten banks confirmed that, in the case of second or subsequent requests, the information
customers previously supplied would be updated and/or they would seek additional
information, depending on the lapse of time and whether the customer’s situation had
materially changed.
Banks listed examples of the types of assistance offered to every customer when making a
request for assistance, which include:


deferred payments



reduced payments



moratoriums or postponement of repayments



capitalisation of arrears



interest adjustments



interest and fee waivers



settlements, and



debt waivers (full & partial).

Banks also confirmed that the points at which they determine they can no longer provide
assistance would be on a case-by-case basis. Generally, assistance would not be provided
where the bank believes it is unlikely to have a positive long-term effect on the customer’s
circumstances. Examples provided by banks include where:


a mutually beneficial solution cannot be agreed



a customer has not provided appropriate information for assessment



a customer has failed to meet approved hardship agreements



a customer is no longer contactable



a customer has sufficient financial capacity to meet the minimum monthly repayment
but will not commit to a payment



the bank does not think there is genuine hardship, and



there is evidence that the customer’s circumstances are not going to improve in the
future.

Consumer advocates noted in their responses to the survey that elements of good practice
by banks include:


being proactive and demonstrating a willingness to assist



being empathetic and showing genuine consideration for the customer’s
circumstances



providing prompt responses for a timely resolution, and



demonstrating more consideration for providing long-term solutions for customers.

Several consumer advocates also noted the improvements that banks have made in recent
years when dealing with customers experiencing financial difficulty and commented that the
debt waiver programs initiated by some banks have been particularly successful.
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Banks have adopted a consistent method of identification of individual customers
requesting assistance more than once
Banks identify whether a customer has had more than one repayment arrangement or has
made more than one request for assistance consistently across the industry. Details of
previous requests and outcomes are manually recorded in banks' systems under the
customer’s profile as file notes and system codes or field entries. When the customer’s
request for assistance is assessed, that assessment includes a review of the customer's
profile. Staff members review this information on a case-by-case basis.
A significant proportion of customers request assistance more than once, however,
not all banks can quantify this
The CCMC requested banks to report on the:


Number of new requests for financial difficulty assistance received between 1 October
and 31 December 2014 from customers who had previously been granted assistance.



Number of those requests which resulted in further assistance being provided.

Table 4 outlines the total data provided along with the total numbers of requests for financial
difficulty assistance reported by banks under the 2014–15 Annual Compliance Statement
(ACS) program. The total industry figure for requests for assistance for 2014–15 was
296,071 over a 12-month period.
During the sample period of October to December 2014, 10 banks reported that there were
17,122 requests for assistance, where assistance had previously been provided. Three
banks were unable to extract the data requested from their systems.
The inconsistencies in reporting make producing an accurate figure difficult. However, the
data provided suggests a considerable proportion of customers (more than a third) request
further assistance from their bank with their financial difficulties.
Table 4: Data regarding the number of customers requesting assistance more than once

Total no. of requests for assistance in 2014–1516
Total no. of requests for assistance granted in 2014–15

12-month
reporting period

% of 2014–15 requests for assistance granted
No. of requests for assistance, where assistance had
previously been granted for the customer17
No. of these subsequent requests for assistance which
were granted

17

207,714
70%

3-month sample
reporting period

% of subsequent requests where assistance was granted

16

296,071

17,122
12,547
73%

Covers 13 code-subscribing banking groups.
Covers the 10 code-subscribing banking groups which were able to provide the data.
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Variance in % of granted requests between 2014–15 total and sample
period for subsequent requests

+3%

% of 2014–15 requests for assistance which were subsequent requests
from customers that had been previously granted assistance on a pro rata
basis

51%

Subsequent requests for assistance as % of total 2014–15 requests on a
pro rata basis

33%

Customers who request assistance for themselves directly may not receive the same
outcome as those who are represented by a consumer advocate
Consumer advocates reported that a customer may not have received as good an outcome
when they initially contacted the bank themselves. However, once a consumer advocate was
acting on their behalf, and providing the same information, they were able to negotiate a
better solution for the customer. This is consistent with a finding highlighted in the 2015
Financial Counselling Australia Rank the Bank report.18
Some consumer advocates who completed the survey stated that customers may feel
intimidated by their bank or do not understand jargon used. Consumer advocates are,
therefore, better placed to communicate with and explain issues to bank staff. This is likely to
result in better outcomes for the customer.
Providing short-term assistance initially may provide customers with time to recover
their situation or prepare for a longer-term solution
Several consumer advocates noted that in their experience banks may provide short-term
assistance in the first instance and then customers may request additional and longer-term
assistance after this initial period of assistance has ended.
Having received short-term assistance initially from a bank, such as a three-month
moratorium, a customer was then given the time for the situation to improve (e.g. finding
employment) or provide further information for a longer-term solution.
When consumer advocates contacted the bank subsequently, they noted they were able to
negotiate solutions for their clients including:


Debt waivers or reductions for customers with long-term hardship including the elderly
who may have no increasing income or no assets.



Extended time to sell property.



Longer-term arrangements (6 to12 months) with no interest, fees and charges and a
possibility for further assistance if employment was not secured.

18

http://www.financialcounsellingaustralia.org.au/getattachment/Corporate/News/Rank-the-Banks-Survey-ShowsImprovements-Across-th/Rank-the-Banks-2015-Final.pdf
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Banks should consider the appropriateness of their approaches when dealing with
customers experiencing more challenging circumstances
Consumer advocates noted some concerns about how banks deal with sensitive customer
issues such as family violence and mental health. They also suggested banks could provide
more training for staff in how to deal with these types of customer issues.
Conclusions and recommendations
When assessing initial requests for assistance, the CCMC considers that banks may best
help customers by thoroughly considering the most appropriate assistance for their
circumstances.
While a three-month moratorium may be appropriate in many cases, it should not be a
‘default’ option and should only be offered where there is a likelihood that a customer will
recover their position or when it is part of a longer-term offering. There is likely to be a range
of engagement that a bank can undertake with a customer that may make best use of the
initial provision of assistance.
The CCMC makes the following recommendations to banks:
Recommendation

Rationale

R8

As part of internal monitoring
processes, capture and analyse data
regarding which customers request
assistance more than once and
complaints related to financial
difficulty assistance.

This will assist banks to:
 assess the effectiveness of assistance
provided
 identify causes of customers failing to
meet financial difficulty arrangements, and
 improve the process for providing
assistance in the future.

R9

Ensure that any assistance offered to
customers is appropriate to their
circumstances and that a longer-term
offering is considered where it is
evident that a short term solution will
not contribute to the customer
overcoming their financial difficulty.

While short term solutions will assist in many
cases, they may not be appropriate for others.
In some cases more challenging circumstances
will mean that short term solutions will not be
effective, resulting in prolonged difficulty for the
customer. This analysis of a customer’s
circumstances can also result in more effective
and efficient processes for banks.

R10

Ensure that the outcomes of
requests for financial difficulty
assistance are effective for both
those made by consumers alone and
those made with the assistance of a
consumer advocate. This can partly
be achieved by using simple
language in customer
correspondence and considering the
communication needs of individual
customers.

Clause 3.2 of the Code requires banks to act
fairly and reasonably towards a customer in a
consistent and ethical manner. Effective
outcomes for customers should be available,
regardless of whether an advocate is involved
in the process.

R11

Banks should have staff who are
trained to deal with customers who
are experiencing particularly
sensitive circumstances, such as

Effective and regular training will ensure
customers deal with staff with the skills to
provide an adaptable and sensitive service to
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Recommendation
mental health issues and family
violence. All staff should be trained to
refer relevant cases to these staff
members.

Rationale
customers whose circumstances may be
unique and challenging.

4.4 Do banks request only relevant and appropriate information to support a
request for financial difficulty assistance?
FOS’s approach19 to requests for information states that requests made by the bank for
information should not be so complex or large that it is overwhelming for the consumer.
The ABA industry guideline also states that banks recognise that the financial difficulty
process should minimise the effort required from customers, and therefore, banks will
minimise the amount of information requested, especially if this information is contained in, or
can be derived from, other provided documentation.

What are the code obligations?
Under clause 28.6, banks will take into account the information available, including the
information the customer provides about their financial situation, in determining whether or
not they are able to provide assistance and the nature and extent of any assistance.

What did the CCMC do?
The CCMC sought to assess:


The method and content of banks’ requests for information to support a request for
financial difficulty assistance.



Whether banks request only relevant and appropriate information.

What did the CCMC find?
Most requests for information to support applications for financial difficulty
assistance are appropriate and consistent across the industry
The banks reported that generally there is a similar base level of information requested for
both individual and small business customers and across different types of credit facilities.
This consists of an application form which is broadly consistent across the banks. Chart 2
indicates the number of banks asking for different types of information on the application
form.
Banks provide a range of options for submitting information including email, mail and in a
branch, however only six banks confirmed customers can submit documentation online.

19

https://www.fos.org.au/publications/our-approach/the-fos-approach-to-financial-difficulty/
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Most banks confirmed that it is acceptable for a customer to provide information verbally over
the phone, but noted that some supporting documents would always need to be provided.
Chart 2: Number of banks asking for different types of information on the application form

Personal details
Statement of Financial Position

Reasons for the request for assistance / how
customer's circumstances have changed
Indication of when customer feels their
difficulties are expected to end

What assistance customer requires
Authority for an authorised representative
0

5
No. of banks

10

All banks confirmed they would take a holistic view of all the information they have available
to them, including other accounts held at the bank, when assessing applications for
assistance.
Most consumer advocates (80%) responding to the CCMC’s survey found information
requests from banks were usually appropriate.
Some requests for information to support applications for financial difficulty
assistance may be inappropriate or difficult for consumers to satisfy
Banks confirmed that they may request additional information (including medical
documentation and Centrelink statements) on a case-by-case basis to support an application
and when further assessment is required.
Many consumer advocates (51 out of 69) responded that there were particular requests for
information that were difficult to satisfy or unnecessary, and of these:


21 advised that medical certificates and reports from GPs, specialists and any other
health professionals can be difficult to provide.



13 confirmed that clients struggle to provide bank account statements and receipts of
personal expenses such as bills and rent.



Seven confirmed that clients that are subject to family violence and mental health
issues have difficulties providing information.



Seven confirmed that some clients struggle to provide a Statement of Financial
Position.
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Three banks noted that specific financial information may be requested from small business
customers.
Respondents to the survey of small business representatives noted that it can be costly for
small businesses to provide some of the requested information as they may need to employ
the expertise of external consultants such as an accountant. It was also suggested that the
timeframes to provide information can be too short.
One small business representative stated that those in the greatest difficulty have very little
knowledge of their own financial position.
Banks will follow-up with a customer when information is not provided within required
timeframes
The CCMC noted in its 2012–13 Annual Report that several banks had commented that they
were experiencing some cases where customers were failing to provide further information to
allow the bank to decide whether or not to provide assistance. These cases were
subsequently being declined, based on a lack of information from the consumer.
Three banks confirmed they follow up after 21 days in line with the required timeframes
under the National Credit Code and may rely only on the information available at that stage
to make a decision about whether to provide assistance.
Other banks confirmed they would follow up within this timeframe including making courtesy
calls after seven days. One bank noted that if the information was provided after the required
timeframe and the request for assistance had been declined, they would reassess the
application.
Recommendations
Recommendation

Rationale

R12

Banks should consider the difficulties
customers may face when requesting
information to support an assistance request. A
customer’s situation may mean that they are
unable to provide information in the form
requested by the bank. A flexible approach,
identifying alternative documents, may result in
the bank being able to make a decision on
assistance sooner.

Banks should be flexible in their
requirements for information to
support a request for financial
difficulty assistance, particularly
where they are aware a customer is
experiencing illness, family violence,
mental health issues, or where the
request may impose significant costs
on the customer (for example for
small businesses).

4.5 Do banks suspend debt collection activities when considering
applications for financial difficulty assistance?
The suspension of debt collection activity is not only a requirement of the Code, but also of
the debt collection guidelines published by ASIC and ACCC.
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What are the code obligations?
Under clause 32.1, banks have agreed to comply with ACCC and ASIC’s Debt Collection
Guideline. This guideline states that:





Banks should not contact the debtor for the purpose of collection until a decision has been
communicated regarding the application for financial hardship assistance (section 14(c)).
When a payment arrangement is in place the debtor or their representative should not be
contacted unless:
o the debtor asks the bank to
o the bank wishes to propose a genuine alternative arrangement to benefit the
debtor, or
o the debtor does not comply with the terms of the repayment arrangement (15(a)).
Collection activity relating to a dispute that has been referred to an EDR scheme must be
suspended while the scheme considers the dispute (24(c)).

What did the CCMC do?
The CCMC sought to assess whether banks' have procedures in place to suspend debt
collection activities while a financial difficulty assistance request is being considered.
The CCMC asked banks to provide details of how they suspend debt collection activity on a
customer’s account while that customer’s request for financial difficulty assistance is being
considered.

What did the CCMC find?
Banks confirmed that they have processes in place to suspend debt collection activity
on a customer’s account while that customer’s request for financial difficulty
assistance is being considered
The majority of the banks indicated that they have a process where once the bank is aware
of a request for assistance it manually makes a change to its systems. The system then
suspends any recovery or collections activities throughout assessment of the request and
during the agreed arrangement period, where appropriate.
One bank noted the process is purely manual for small business customers. Some smaller
banks described a more manual process but confirmed that collections activities would be
suspended in these circumstances.
Recommendations
While banks have indicated that processes are in place to suspend debt collection activities
when a request for assistance has been received, the CCMC recommends that:
Recommendation

Rationale

R13

Processes which require manual input are
of higher risk to the outcomes. Effective
monitoring will ensure that any omissions
will be identified and rectified.

Banks monitor processes for the
suspension of debt collection activities
when considering applications for financial
difficulty assistance to ensure they are
adhered to, addressing any deficiencies in
practice or staff knowledge.
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4.6 Do banks effectively monitor that they are training staff on code
obligations and meeting their key commitment to act fairly and reasonably
towards customers?
Identifying, self-reporting and remedying activity that is not compliant with the Code is critical
for a successful self-regulatory framework. The CCMC expects a positive compliance culture
and consistent and effective internal compliance monitoring processes and procedures.

What are the code obligations?
Under clause 3.2, banks will act fairly and reasonably towards customers in a consistent
and ethical manner.
Under clause 28.11, banks will ensure that relevant staff who are responsible for dealing
with customers about their financial difficulties are trained in the provisions of the Code
and the National Credit Code, including the obligations to act fairly and reasonably and to
comply with the law.

What did the CCMC do?
The CCMC sought to assess whether banks are:


Complying with their key commitment to act fairly and reasonably towards customers
in a consistent and ethical manner in meeting their financial difficulty obligations
under clause 28 of the Code.



Effectively training staff on the obligations within the Code.

To do this the CCMC asked banks:


What monitoring they undertake to ensure compliance with clause 28 of the Code.



How they monitor compliance with their key commitment to act fairly and reasonably
towards customers in a consistent and ethical manner, when dealing with customers
experiencing financial difficulty.



About the nature and remediation of identified instances of non-compliance with
financial difficulty code obligations since they reported to the CCMC through the
2013–14 Annual Compliance Statement program.

What did the CCMC find?
Banks undertake a range of monitoring activities to ensure compliance with financial
difficulty and key commitment obligations under the Code
Across the industry, banks stated that a range of monitoring activities are conducted
including:


quality reviews of emails



reviews by managers / business units assurance managers
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divisional compliance department reviews



internal audits, and



reviews of complaints data.

These banks use these monitoring activities to assess:


whether staff are correctly identifying triggers from conversations



if appropriate assistance is provided



whether timeframes for responding to customers are being met, and



overall processes and procedures.

Reports on outcomes of monitoring are provided to senior management / oversight
committees.
Generally, central compliance teams, who are likely to have more of an overview of
processes and issues, monitor banks’ compliance with their key commitment to act fairly and
reasonably towards customers.
Several banks stated that customer feedback and complaints (including Net Promoter
Scores)20 are considered when assessing fair and reasonable conduct, along with reviews
against banks’ own internal principles, values and codes of conduct.
One bank stated when it declines assistance for customers, these cases are all reviewed by
senior staff within the financial difficulty department before being finalised.
Where compliance and performance issues are identified, generally feedback and coaching
are provided to staff involved, which may include encouraging staff to comply with the fair
and reasonable obligations under the Code.
Banks have self-identified several instances of non-compliance with the financial
difficulty code obligations since the 2013–14 Annual Compliance Statement
There were 217 breaches of the Code’s financial difficulty provisions self-reported to the
CCMC in 2014–15 compared to 146 in 2013–14.
The CCMC will report fully on banks compliance with code obligations in its 2014–15 Annual
Report. However, banks have reported incidents of non-compliance for part of 2014–15
which include issues around:

20



Adhering to the process for referring customers to the financial difficulty team – the
process is being reviewed as part of the remediation.



Responding to requests for financial difficulty assistance within the required
timeframes under the National Credit Code (NCC) – staff are undergoing further
training.



Using an appropriate tone with customers – staff are undergoing further training.



Advising customers of the NCC in accordance with clause 28.7 of the Code.

Net Promoter Scores measure the loyalty that exists between a company and its consumers.
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Recommendations
The CCMC recommends that:
Recommendation

Rationale

R14

Effective monitoring and feedback will improve
overall compliance with the Code.

Banks continue to monitor
compliance with the Code to support
the continuing improvement of
standards of practice and service
when dealing with customers
experiencing financial difficulty.

4.7 Are copies of the Code readily available to customers?
What are the code obligations?
Under clause 11, banks will:




display a copy of the Code in a readily visible manner in branches
make the Code available on request, and
publish the Code on the bank’s website.

What did the CCMC do?
The Code is another source of information about an individual’s rights to financial difficulty
assistance and the processes a bank must follow. As such, the CCMC sought to assess
whether banks comply with their code obligations by reviewing banks’ websites and visiting a
sample of bank branches.

What did the CCMC find?
Copies of the Code were not readily visible in all bank branches
A copy of the Code was on display in only 31 of the 44 branches the CCMC visited.
For the 13 branches where the Code was not on display:


staff in eight branches confirmed it could be provided on request



in two branches there was not an opportunity to ask for a copy,



in two branches staff could not provide a copy of the Code when requested, and



in one branch a copy of the 2004 version of the Code was provided.

The CCMC distributed the findings of the branch visits to the banks before 30 June 2015 and
asked the banks to consider reporting breaches of clause 11 of the Code in the 2014–15
ACS, where appropriate.
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Copies of the Code are available on all bank websites
A copy of the Code was available on all 22 websites reviewed as part of the inquiry.
Recommendations
The CCMC recommends that banks:
Recommendation

Rationale

R15

It is a requirement of the Code that a copy is on
display in a branch and is available on request.

5.

Review the availability of the Code to
ensure that it is accessible in all bank
branches.

FOLLOW UP

The CCMC will:


Develop a Guidance Note related to financial difficulty to ensure stakeholders are
aware of the CCMC’s likely approach when it considers potential breaches of the
‘financial difficulty’ obligations under clause 28 of the Code. This will include the
CCMC’s views on good industry practice, which illustrates how code obligations can
be effectively applied in practice and may extend beyond the strict requirements of
the Code in some cases.



Continue to monitor banks’ compliance with the financial difficulty obligations under
the Code through its investigations into alleged code breaches and its Annual
Compliance Statement program. The CCMC may also consider conducting a follow
up inquiry in the future.
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APPENDIX 1: Financial difficulty code obligations
Code obligations within the scope of the inquiry
28

If you21 are experiencing financial difficulties with your credit facility

28.1
28.2

This clause 28 applies to a credit facility you have with us22.
With your agreement and cooperation, we will try to help you overcome your financial difficulties
with any credit facility you have with us. We could, for example, work with you to develop a
repayment plan.

28.4

If, in the course of our personal dealings with you, we identify that you may be experiencing
difficulties in meeting your repayments under the credit facility, we may decide to contact you and
invite you to discuss your situation with us and the options available to assist you in meeting your
obligations in these circumstances.
If, at any time you consider you are, or expect to be, experiencing difficulties in meeting your
repayments to us, you should make contact with us as soon as possible to discuss your situation
with us and the options available to assist you in meeting your obligations.
We will respond promptly (for example, within the timeframes prescribed by the National Credit
Code, if it applies) to any requests for assistance from you, or your authorised representative, in
relation to your financial difficulties with a credit facility you have with us. We will take into account
the information available to us, including the information you provide to us, about your financial
situation in determining whether or not we are able to provide assistance and the nature and extent of
any assistance.
We will make information about our processes for dealing with customers in financial difficulty with a
credit facility available on our website (including relevant contact numbers). We will inform you at
your request about how to find this information on our website and we will make this information
available in another format if you tell us you do not have access to our website.
We will take reasonable steps to ensure that relevant staff, who are responsible for dealing with you
about your financial difficulties with a credit facility you have with us, are trained in relation to the
hardship provisions of this Code and the National Credit Code.

28.5
28.6

28.10

28.11

Code obligations outside of the scope of the inquiry
28.3

28.7

28.8

28.9

We will deal with you or, at your request, with your authorised financial counsellor or
representative where you have given us their correct contact details. If our reasonable attempts to
contact or otherwise deal with your financial counsellor or other representative are unsuccessful,
we will revert to dealing with you.
If, when you contact us in any of the circumstances described in clauses 28.5 and 28.6 or when
you discuss your situation with us as a result of an invitation described in clause 28.4, we think that
the hardship provisions of the National Credit Code could apply to your circumstances, we will
inform you about them.
We will inform you in writing of our decision whether or not to provide you with any assistance if
you are in financial difficulty with a credit facility you have with us and the reasons for our decision.
If we agree to provide you with assistance, we will confirm in writing the main details of the
arrangements.
We will:
(a) not require you to apply for early release of your superannuation benefits to repay the whole or
any part of your credit facility with us; and
(b) recommend that you seek independent advice on the option of applying for early release of
your superannuation benefits, for example, from a financial counsellor or financial adviser.
Information on having your superannuation benefits released early is available from the Department
of Human Services (www.humanservices.gov.au).

21

Under the Code, you and your means a person who is an individual or a small business that is a customer of a
code subscribing bank.
22
We, us and our means the code subscribing bank.
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APPENDIX 2: Background information
Understanding financial difficulty
The Financial Ombudsman Service’s and the Australian Bankers’ Association’s definitions of
financial difficulty:
“Financial difficulty occurs when a consumer is unexpectedly unable to meet their repayment
obligations. This can be as a result of a variety of causes including accident, separation,
death of a family member, unexpected medical or funeral expense, reduction of work hours,
redundancy or a downturn in business.”
– The FOS Approach to Financial Difficulty23, Financial Ombudsman Service (FOS)
Australia, April 2013
“’Financial hardship’24 is when a customer is willing and has the intention to pay, but is
unable to meet their repayments or existing financial obligations, and with formal hardship
assistance, a customer’s financial situation can be restored.”
– Australian Bankers’ Association guideline on financial difficulty, March 201525
The financial services sector has generally adopted an approach to financial difficulty which
distinguishes between customers that:




‘CAN’ pay at some stage and there is a finite timeframe before a customer’s financial
position will recover. The types of assistance provided may need to include simpler
repayment arrangements and moratoriums.
‘MAY’ be able to pay at some stage and where solutions need to be more flexible and
tailored to a customer’s individual circumstances.
‘CAN’T’ pay. A person may fall into this group where they have no assets or
permanent income. The solutions for this group are likely to be longer-term such as
debt waivers and write-offs.

CCMC monitoring and investigations data
Data collected by the CCMC from its monitoring program and investigations was considered
by the CCMC in conjunction with the data collected as part of this inquiry. It indicates that
financial difficulty has been one of the top categories of self-reported code breaches over the
last four years.
The CCMC also collects data on the number of requests for financial difficulty assistance
received and granted by each bank. Chart 3 below illustrates the number of requests for
financial difficulty assistance received by banks and the number of requests where
assistance was provided to customers from 2011 to 2015.

23

www.fos.org.au/resolving-disputes/our-approach/the-fos-approach-to-financial-difficulty/?sstat=224540
Financial hardship and financial difficulty are often interchangeable terms and are both used when discussing
these matters.
25 http://www.bankers.asn.au/ArticleDocuments/113/Financial_Hardship_Guidelines_March_2015_Final.pdf.aspx
24
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Chart 3: Requests for assistance and requests where assistance was provided 2011 to 2015
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Further information regarding this data can be found in the CCMC’s annual reports26.
External dispute resolution data
Data published in FOS’s 2013–14 Annual Review27 indicates that financial difficulty case
numbers remain high.
In 2013–14, 50% of all of the disputes accepted by FOS were related to credit and the most
common issue in credit disputes was financial difficulty. Some 3,647 accepted disputes
involving banks (including banks that do not subscribe to the Code) were related to financial
difficulty. Banks were involved in 70% of consumer credit disputes in 2013–14 and 82% of
disputes relating to business finance, where financial difficulty was again the main issue.
The Credit and Investments Ombudsman reported in its 2013–14 Annual Report on
Operations28 that complaints about financial difficulty represented 29% of all complaints
handled.
Other relevant information
In June 2013, the ABA reported that research had identified that only one in four Australians
know that banks have programs in place to assist customers experiencing financial
difficulty.29 The ABA provides guidance for consumers experiencing financial difficulties on
their Doing It Tough30 website.

26

See Page 20 of both the CCMC’s 2012–13 Annual Report and 2013–14 Annual Report.
http://www.fos.org.au/custom/files/docs/20132014-annual-review.pdf
28
http://www.cosl.com.au/cosl/assets/File/COSL_annual-report-on-operations-2014.pdf
29 http://www.bankers.asn.au/Media/ABA-Blog/Blogs/A-helping-hand-with-hardship
30 http://www.doingittough.info/
27
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APPENDIX 3: Questionnaire for banks
Banks were asked to respond to the following questions in April 2015:

Section A: Informing customers about financial difficulty assistance
1. Please provide details of how the bank complies with clause 28.10 of the Code by
providing information to individual and small business customers about its process for
dealing with customers in financial difficulty with a credit facility.
2. Which of the following channels does the bank use to inform customers that they can
contact the bank if they are experiencing financial difficulty (clause 28.5)?
a) branches
b) account statements
c) letters
d) email

e) telephone
f) internet and/or mobile banking
g) other (please specify)

3. How does the bank use these channels to inform customers about how they can
contact the bank if they are experiencing financial difficulty? Where possible, please
provide examples.

Section B: Identifying customers who may be experiencing financial
difficulty
4. What methods (including systems / automatic processes) are used to identify individual
and small business customers who may be experiencing financial difficulty (clause
28.4)?
5. How are staff trained to identify triggers from their conversations with customers?
Please provide a copy of any relevant staff training materials regarding customers
experiencing financial difficulty (clause 28.11).

Section C: Debt collection activity
6. Please provide details of how the bank suspends debt collection activity on a
customer’s account while that customer’s request for financial difficulty assistance is
being considered.

Section D: Requests for information from a customer
7. Please provide copies of relevant forms or documents used by the bank to request
information from an individual or small business customer in support of their application
for financial difficulty assistance. Is this process consistent for all customers and/or
credit facilities (clause 28.2–28.7)?
8. Is the same type of information requested from every customer?
9. Does the bank follow-up with a customer when information is not provided within
required timeframes?
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10. Can a customer provide information requested:
 via email
 online/ through internet banking
 over the telephone
 in a branch
 through any other means (please specify)?
11. When assessing a request for financial difficulty assistance, does the bank consider all
of the accounts and financial products that the customer may hold with the bank
(clause 28.6)?

Section E: Subsequent requests for assistance
12. Please describe the methods by which the bank identifies whether a customer has had
more than one repayment arrangement or has made more than one request for
assistance.
13. How many new requests for financial difficulty assistance were received by the bank,
between 1 October and 31 December 2014, from customers who had previously been
granted assistance? Please note that the data being sought relates to both customers
seeking further assistance on one matter and those who had previously been granted
assistance in relation to a separate matter.
14. How many of these requests resulted in further assistance being provided?
15. Did the bank require different information from these customers to assess their new
situation?
16. What types of assistance did the bank offer their customers making second and
subsequent requests for assistance?
17. What process or criteria did the bank use to assess whether these customers required
different assistance from that offered to them previously?
18. At what point would the bank determine it can no longer provide assistance?

Section F: Monitoring
19. What monitoring does the bank undertake to ensure compliance with clause 28 of the
Code?
20. How does the bank monitor that it has also complied with its key commitment to act
fairly and reasonably towards customers in a consistent and ethical manner under
clause 3.2 of the Code, when dealing with customers experiencing financial difficulty?
21. Has the bank identified any instances of non-compliance with these obligations since
the 2013–14 Annual Compliance Statement return? If so, what was the nature of this
non-compliance and how was it remedied?
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APPENDIX 4: Survey of consumer advocates
What is the most common issue you have identified when dealing with banks about
financial difficulty matters?
In your experience, is the information requested by banks to support a request for financial
difficulty assistance appropriate?
Are there any particular requests for information that customers have difficulty providing?
Have you observed any good industry practice in your dealings with the banks regarding
their financial difficulty processes and procedures?
Can you describe an example of financial difficulty assistance offered by a bank to one of
your clients who made more than one request for assistance which resulted in a fair,
reasonable and appropriate outcome?
Can you describe an example of financial difficulty assistance offered by a bank to one of
your clients who made more than one request for assistance which you believed was not
fair, reasonable or appropriate?
Did the bank engage differently with that client and if so how?
Are there any further comments you would like to make with regard to this inquiry and/or
your overall experiences when dealing with code-subscribing banks about financial
difficulty matters?

APPENDIX 5: Survey of small business representatives
In your opinion, what level of awareness do small business customers have of their right to
financial difficulty assistance under the Code of Banking Practice?
What is the most common issue that you or your small business customers have identified
when seeking financial difficulty assistance from their bank?
In your experience, is the information requested by banks to support a request for financial
difficulty assistance appropriate?
Are there any particular requests for information from banks related to financial difficulty
that small business customers have trouble providing?
Have you experienced any positive practices in your dealings with the banks regarding
their financial difficulty processes and procedures? If yes, please provide details.
What has been your experience of banks engaging with small business customers who
may be making a second or third request for assistance?
Can you describe an example of financial difficulty assistance offered by a bank to a small
business customer who was making a second or third request for assistance which
resulted in a fair, reasonable and appropriate outcome?
Can you describe an example of financial difficulty assistance offered by a bank to a small
business customer who was making a second or third request for assistance which you
believed was not fair, reasonable or appropriate?
Did the bank engage differently with those customers and if so how?
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APPENDIX 6: Website reviews and branch visits
Branches:
Is information about financial difficulty assistance provided in the branch?
What information is provided?
Are there any posters displayed in the branch regarding financial difficulty assistance?
Are there any leaflets/ brochures available in the branch regarding financial difficulty assistance?
Do customers need to ask bank staff for assistance to find this information?
Where bank staff were asked for assistance, were they able to provide this information?
What did the branch staff member explain they would do for a customer or what did they explain
a customer would need to do?
Is a copy of the Code on display in the branch?
If the Code was not on display, could it be provided on request?
Do customers ask about financial difficulty in the branch often?
Websites:
Can information about financial difficulty assistance be located on the website?
Where on the website is the information located? Is there a dedicated page for financial difficulty
information?
Is it accessible directly from the homepage? Is there a button on the homepage –“Are you
experiencing financial difficulty?” – in line with the ABA industry guideline?
Is there a site search function? Do basic search terms direct users straight to the relevant
information?
What information is provided? In line with the ABA industry guideline:
 Are phone numbers for the bank’s specialised financial hardship team provided?
 Is there information about how to get hardship assistance?
 Is there information about the types of arrangements which may be available?
 What examples of the type of hardship assistance available are there?
 Are there links to relevant information including the Doing It Tough website and the
Financial Counselling Australia website?
 Is there information about special relief packages offered by the banks, such as
emergency support for bank customers and communities following a natural disaster?
Does the information include reference to code obligations? Is a copy of the Code available?
Is there information about financial difficulty assistance available in another format such as in
banks’ Terms and Conditions or Financial Services Guide? Are these documents easily
accessible?
Is information provided about Internal and External Dispute Resolution processes in the event
that financial difficulty assistance is not provided? Is this dispute resolution information easily
accessible?
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END OF REPORT
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