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• The role of ‘Customer Advocate’ (CA) within banks is at a turning point. What should the 

size, shape, and focus of this role be going forward? 

 

▪ The role of the CA is to minimize the amount of avoidable harm that a bank 

might generate through its activities and, thereby improve customer outcomes. 

▪ Customer advocates may no longer be taking escalated complaints from 

customers, a role which perhaps encompassed much of the day to day work. On 

a positive note, this may improve the quality of IDR decision-making. Is there a 

broader opportunity for customer engagement? 

▪ Possibly the CA role could become responsible for quality assurance and 

coaching, particularly in the domains of dispute resolution and vulnerability, 

setting the standards in those areas, providing guidance materials, developing 

policies and reporting. 

 

• It’s important for organisations to keep in mind they can still be competitive and make 

mistakes and learn from them.  

 

• CA effectiveness is linked to the understanding of the complexity of the role and 

appropriate access and involvement in areas such as product design and distribution, 

product workshops production project governance forums and community councils etc. 

 

• Resourcing is a challenge but there is an opportunity for more community engagement. 

Ideally, increased resources would provide opportunities to conduct reviews beyond 

complaint handling to products and processes with a lens of identifying systemic issues 

and opportunities to reduce avoidable harm and improve customer outcomes. These 

activities may lead to a reduction in IDR to EDR complaints. 

 

• What is your framework for acting ‘fairly’, particularly in this current health and 

economic crisis?  

 

• AFCA Fairness Project – Covid is a time for respectful dealings, open and transparent 

communication, not misleading and deceiving, ensuring that communication is clear, 

and that there is a common understanding, try to walk in the shoes of the person in 

their experience rather than trying to judge that through a legal lens. 

 

• Underpinning IDR processes there needs to be mutually respectful conversation both 

ways, from the consumer as well as the organisation, and asymmetries of knowledge 

and power need to be recognised and managed to provide the best environment for 

working together towards a successful resolution. 

 



 
 

 

Challenges identified: customer advocates have established a good reputation in many banks, 

because of the quality of the decision making that's been made coming out of escalated customer 

complaints.  

• If that falls away, there's a risk the CA reputation is diminished, because the CA is not 

doing escalated complaints.  

• Complaints are a rich source of insight into where there might be root cause or systemic 

issues. If the CA is embedded into IDR to uplift quality, how do you stay in touch with 

customers and make sure you’re hearing their voice because that information also feeds 

into systemic/process impact understandings? 

• With an increase in volatility within complaints and communication styles, plus 

intractable cases, the question is, how far the fairness lens can assist in resolving these 

issues? What would be the role of CA in either working with a body like AFCA or 

internally at the bank on how to resolve these ‘very noisy’ and very well entrenched 

complaints? How will they be resolved or arrive at a position where everybody can move 

on?  

• Determining what a fair outcome looks like in these (Covid – 19) circumstances - what 

does an unsustainable debt look like and at what point should a bank move the situation 

out of hardship and into collection and recovery processes?  

• Prior experience doesn’t inform what fairness looks like today. 

• It can be challenging to access CEOs and boards – there can be a sense in some orgs that 

the EGM or ‘line manager’ of the CA should be the one feeding information through to 

the board. 

• Is the CA truly independent? Is the role going to challenge the bank and the IDR process 

to think differently? 

 

Culture 

• How is the CA embedded culturally and what does ‘customer-centric’ mean? What 

changes need to be in place to prevent unacceptable situations happening and how does 

that fit in to cultural change?  

• There are lots of different tensions within a bank; legal, risk, communication, corporate 

services etc. Is doing the right and fair thing considered a trade-off and if so, who and 

what framework determines that? Do you have an ethical framework to guide you? 

• It was noted that the CA impacts culture positively through the identification of 

misalignment in value representations, be it wording, processes etc 

• There is a recognition within a self-governing model and a self-regulatory model to be 

proactively identifying where wrongdoing might have occurred, hearing the customer 

voice differently, accepting the experience that they've had, rather than trying to 

question that experience or justify why that experience should have been different.  

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

Vulnerability 

• A vulnerable customer could be someone trying to resolve an issue for more than 10 

years, customers dealing with gambling issues, customer’s who have been scammed. 

But in this current crisis, it will now extend to Covid-19 specific issues, e.g. ‘women after 

Covid’.  

• Do we need shifts in thinking about how we've looked at vulnerability and how we are 

engaging? 

• Information asymmetry: helping customers by bringing forward ombudsman level 

expertise in the complaints handling process so that particularly customers who are less 

resilient or capable can have the benefit from that expertise, rather than having to go 

through various stages before they can access the appropriate level. 

• Providing expertise (in any form) very early on in the process, ensuring an appropriate 

and considered response to vulnerability provides a better chance of fair and 

reasonable outcomes. 

• The speed of response to vulnerable customers is improving and decisions are being 

made on compassionate grounds. How can that same diligence be applied to all 

customers? 

• “There is a tsunami coming” as the fall out from Covid starts to take hold. There is 

potential for huge debts in families where employment is not guaranteed.  

• “Australia has lost ‘long-term’ affordability for customers out of its culture. Supporting a 

customer to repay debt needs to be balanced with supporting them to live as well also 

save.” 

• “CAs will need to start thinking differently about how the organisation should be 

handling the issues that will affect customers.” 

Opportunities 

• Would it help to investigate cases where the findings from AFCA differ from those of the 

organisation? 

• Financial Counselling Australia wants to help CAs in anyway. They are not sure what 

messaging to give counsellors about the CA role or how they can help. 

• CAs can leverage the Covid crisis as an opportunity to be involved in Covid related 

decisions as a way to be more involved operationally and help the org set up CA 

principles/ guard rails. 

• How can CAs influence the organisations Covid response and support the business to 

explore and avoid unintended consequences?  

• Keep close engagement with external organisations to understand the different and 

constantly changing perspectives as well and hearing from consumers externally about 

the treatment they're receiving in the situations that they're in.  

• An AFCA project related to complex cases is assessing different mechanisms for 

customers whose cases may not be resolved. CAs could assist and share expertise and 

skill.  

• Banks have an opportunity to help create a cultural shift where currently there is an 

expectation that every last cent go to debt repayment which leaves people without the 



 
 

 

capability to develop a personal safety-net. Long-term affordability means people need 

to be able to have funds set aside. 

• There have been a number of changes made in response to thematic reviews and as a 

result of the CA work. Is it transparent to the public and to the sector more broadly? 

There is a balance to strike between public transparency/ASIC dealings. If it’s not, it can 

breed cynicism. Important for organisations to reframe what has been ‘fixed’ following 

an issue e.g. We’ve changed our complaints handling procedure. This may improve 

confidence in the role of the CAs. 

 

 

 

 

 


