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Introduction from the Ombudsman

Over the past three years the
Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman

strategic plan. An integral part of this

been using our data and insights |

policy and shape public deba
Our systemic investigati as be

critical to our successf ation of thi

goal. Our role in i 1 nd i |
systemic issues h ce a r
complaints. ?

It benefi ers ur help,
thos e not, who are not

r servi
efits (& ers, by helping them

identify areas improvement.

As the current strategic period reaches its
end, the time is right to highlight the positive
impacts our systemic investigations have made
in the telecommunications sector and where
the sector needs to change.

Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman

e
C

IS rep review of our systemic issues
eriod 1 July 2020 to 30 April

(TIO) has worked hard to deliver its FY2021-2 2028y, and‘sérves two purposes.
as t, ed

work for t

s light on the prevalent issues we
ow see when considering each systemic
investigation as part of a greater whole.

Second, it makes recommendations where
these themes show that the telecommunications
framework and industry could evolve to help
prevent and reduce the same complaints and
themes occurring in the future.

What we found and what we recommend
remains relevant and topical today:

* Providers need to do more to reduce
barriers for consumers seeking help.

* Improved regulation would help reduce
unexpected debt and financial hardship.

* Direct regulation should play a primary role
in protecting consumers that are vulnerable.

* A provider registration scheme with
minimum entry requirements would
protect consumers.



The issues we have seen over the last three
years that have led to these recommendations
are concerning enough, but when considered
against the backdrop of the current economic
climate the need for these reforms takes on a
new urgency.

The issues we identified are not simply words
on a page, they are the harms experienced by
vulnerable people.
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The issues we identified
are not simply words on
a page, they are the
harms experienced by
vulnerable people.

They are a focal point for our efforts when 0
considering the adequacy of consum

protections in a changing communi @

market. Comprehensive consu otections A

i ervic
yday life.

are vital because telecomm
are essential to participati

Alongside other recentipub

mission
statements, this re @ akes it CI@
current teleco ations fr@ IS NO

longer fit for p .

As an i it'is u@% to change.
e

The.c lecommunications

operating eaironment for the delivery of

essential communications services.

Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman

eview,0
r Protecti de, an industry-made
rovi& portunity to reconsider
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We recognise a well-functioning
telecommunications market includes
industry-made codes for all matters requiring
industry-specific expertise and collaboration
between members of the supply chain.
However, direct regulation (rules set by
government and regulators) are imp t
for areas where consumers can e

significant detriment when thi ong.
on

The features that make direct.regulati

appropriate in place o stry>made
include that direct regu can: %
¢
* be made fy go ment aw tors,
who have'a er re dustry
ce with the

to ensure regulatiop keep
yonsu rsfand the changing
&m municati ctor

° e fr pendent perspective
that isémorefappropriate for key
consUmeriprotections

* bem easily, directly, and quickly
forced by the regulator.

TIO's current strategic period comes
to"a close, | hope this report assists the
telecommunications industry, regulators,
government, and consumer representatives
to better understand the role we can all play
to meet change head on.

Cynthia Gebert, Ombudsman
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Helpful guide for phrases used in
this report

\?’

What is a systemic issue?

N A systemic issue is one that has or is likely to have a nega f'fect o
O number of consumers or a particular type of consu%ndudm cg . 9
Q a. providers’ systems, policies, processes, or 6
b. repeated conduct by a provider that indicates potential no mpliance
with the law, regulatory reqwrem od in practice; and
c. widespread issues driving co |ch om general industry
practices, gaps in consumer or er regulatory and
telecommunications op %\dscg
o What is dlre@ n’
— We use th irect tion to describe laws or other regulatory

ent fro elferegulation, which is when industry members like

oy

ications industry as industry-made codes. Industry-made codes

in
wsub ultation requirements if the code is to be registered with the
0 6 stralian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA).?

instru@ are drafted an@implemented by government or regulators.

yviders develop their own rules. We refer to self-regulation

1 TIO Terms of Reference, cl 4.2.

2 The telecommunications sector runs under a co-regulatory framework. This means that the framework includes both types
of rules - direct regulation and industry-made codes.

Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman o


https://www.tio.com.au/sites/default/files/2021-08/TIO%202021%20Modernised%20Terms%20of%20Reference%20FINAL.pdf
https://www.acma.gov.au/develop-new-telco-industry-code
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What are telecommunications products?
When we refer to products in this report, this includes:
E] * services - such as internet, home phone, and mobile services

* equipment - such as mobile handsets, modems, and routers

* add-on features - such as subscriptions for streaming services or i nce

when a device is lost or needs repair

=y
(0]
—
(o]
=

* plans - agreements to pay a regular amount for products (t
services by themselves, or it could be multiple services a&

and include add-on features). Q %
............................................%‘...&... L]

O What is identity verification?

Identity verification is a process provi mak only the

{ <\/’ account holder or an authorised r entative ca ssifthe consumer’s
telecommunications account.
The Customer Identity Autheniication Detefimination 2022 (Determination)
sets out how providers completé identity verifigation. Methods can involve:
* requesting infa @ which account holder or authorised
representati © know (for|ex le, date of birth or home address)

* multi-f enticati@n through one-time codes being sent to the
cons bhone o address, or

h ct debit failure?

ec it is an automatic transaction that transfers money from
account to another.®> We use the phrase to refer to when this

& tomatic transaction cannot be completed. This usually happens when
t

here are insufficient funds in the consumer’s bank account.

3 Money Smart, Direct Debit (accessed 19 June 2023).

Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman e


https://moneysmart.gov.au/banking/direct-debits#:~:text=A%20direct%20debit%20is%20an,t%20risk%20any%20late%20fees.
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Our systemic issues investigations

process

Our systemic investigations process is set
out in Part 4 of the TIO Terms of Reference
and detailed further in our Systemic Issue
Guidelines.

How do we find systemic issues?

We become aware of potential systemic issues
through a wide range of sources. This includes
tips from our complaint handling people, our
data and analytics team, TIO Consumer Panel,
and regulators. We call these tips Alerts.

How do we decide what to investigate?

Sometimes it may be clear that we should
not investigate. For example, the Alert is
about an issue that is outside our complaint
handling jurisdiction.

If it is not clear, we Assess the Alert.

conduct further research and consjde al
factors. These include what obli
provider has, the harm cons

experienced or may experie@d trends k

arch. The

revealed by our complaint
of complaints we regeiv

rir@ ic
ion otifying the
t

c issue and asking
stions. Wefthef consider the provider’s
onse, taking, into account the law, relevant

industry codes, guidelines, good industry

practice, and what is fair and reasonable in

influencing our d

the circumstances.

We may make multiple requests for information
depending on the response we receive from
the provider. If we cannot resolve the matter
by agreement, the Ombudsman may make

a recommendation about what the provider
should do to resolve the matter.

Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman

Alert

We find out about a potential systepdie, i

and decide if we need to learn m

g'\

ssg %
We reseafeh Tl plaints a%i r
provide tions. We% her

a potential systemic,issue h erged.

\
vestigate
We tellthe provider and ask questions.
ring investigation, we can make multiple
ests for information or the Ombudsman
can make a recommendation.
J
Close
We may close the investigation because we are
satisfied with the provider’s response. We may also
refer the matter to a regulator where we are not
satisfied the issue has been adequately addressed.

What systemic investigation
outcomes are possible?

We may be satisfied with the provider’s
response or the improvements they make,

and take no further action. We may also refer
the matter to the Australian Competition and
Consumer Commission (ACCC) or the ACMA
for regulatory consideration. In either case,

we then Close the investigation.


https://www.tio.com.au/sites/default/files/2021-08/TIO%202021%20Modernised%20Terms%20of%20Reference%20FINAL.pdf
https://www.tio.com.au/about-us/policies-and-procedures/systemic-problem-investigation
https://www.tio.com.au/about-us/policies-and-procedures/systemic-problem-investigation
https://www.tio.com.au/about-us/consumer-panel
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Systemic issues and investigations
at a glance

1 July 2020 - 30 April 2023

274

individual
improvements
made by

providers 6 7

resolved with improvements

referred to @S

[ 4

\
Top 8 investigati ories
Sales practices

investigations closed

hYd
-

edit management

. . . Technical issues or faults
Investigations E—
e

raised y explanatio 1 s
\ y, \0 AN Y

L )
0 100 200

L ]
300 400 500 600 700 800

@ Linked* to new or existing investigation @ Still open @ Linked* to existing assessment or new assessment conducted

® No further action @ Investigations raised

*An alert received 1 July 2020 - 30 April 2023 or assessment conducted 1 July 2020 - 30 April 2023
may be attached to an assessment or investigation that was raised prior to 1 July 2020.
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Communications Alliance acknowledge&
that systemic investigations can Ieac&y.

improved industry practice and@vgggfib
beneficial change. \

Communications Alliance?*

4 Communications Alliance is the peak industry advocacy body for telecommunications providers.
Communications Alliance submission to the 2022 Independent Review of the TIO, p14.

Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman e


https://www.tio.com.au/sites/default/files/2022-10/2%20Communications%20Alliance%20TIO%202022%20Review_0.pdf
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Four recommendations to reduce and
prevent recurring complaint issues

1 Providers need to do more to K Direct regulation should play

reduce barriers for consumers
seeking help.

a primary role in protecting
consumers that are vuinerable.

We see systemic issues involving inaccessible
customer service, incorrect or unclear
communications, and inflexible identity
verification practices. These issues prevent

it insufficient.

their account. u tw iders may continue
&& eet t of consumers

consumers from getting help or accessing

Direct regulation is already in place to .
. . eriencin :
prevent these issues. Providers need to
implement these protections as they were rotecti@n forieonsumers that are vulnerable
intended and in a fair and reasonable wayO shoul% ctly regulated.

Direct regulation for billing, 4 A registration scheme with
credit management, and contract minimum entry requirements
information could reduce would help protect consumers.
unexpected debt and prevent

financial hardship.

We see systemic issues involving providers
who are unwilling or unable to devote

about inuing sufficient resources to understanding and

after, ion. As consumers complying with their regulatory obligations.
c rience fipangial Rardship and Based on our experience, we believe this
ted debt. is because there are no barriers for these
] . . . . providers to enter the telecommunications
ctre n would bring uniformity
. . market.
to cancellation‘thethods, make multiple
payment methods the standard, and A registration scheme with minimum entry
incentivise providers to ensure they give clear requirements would protect consumers
and complete information to consumers. from these providers.

Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman o
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The TIO’s systemic issues function can ®
provide solutions for individual diqu&

and can also help solve biggegve&r%fib

at their source... w

Australian Consumer Communications Action I\&\ysum i aw Centre,
5

Financial Counselling Australia, and WEst Justi

S ®

5 ACCAN, CALC, FCA, and WEst Justice joint submission to the 2022 Independent Review of the TIO, p23

Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman @


https://www.tio.com.au/sites/default/files/2022-10/4%20Joint%20Consumer%20Submission%20TIO%202022%20Review_0.pdf
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Providers need to do more to reduce
barriers for consumers seeking help

We have seen systemic issues involving inaccessible customer service, unclear or inconsistent
communications, and inflexible identity verification practices. These issues prevent consumegs from
getting help or accessing their account. Direct regulation is already in place to prevent thgsetissues.

Providers need to implement these protections as they were intended and in a fair and re

Unclear information and inaccessible
communication channels limit
consumers’ ability to get help

Our systemic investigations found consumers are

still struggling to get help from their providers.

Complaint handling rules® were introduced

in 2018 to set clear expectations about
providers having processes in place to address
complaints.

Whatever problem a consumer is experiencing,
it is critical that they can easily contact their

provider for help and get an accurate
the problem and complaints procesgs.

When consumers cannot get help
problems with their ser .

We conducted inv a into i sible
customer service g or

communicati provide lems
consume perienced i :

eir provider

es and being

who were unable to resolve their concerns

* receiving contradictory or incorrect
information about their complaint

* being unable to access their email account

* receiving unclear information about the
TIO's role

e way.

¢ confusion from their about

whether they had O copplaint
* being given unclea framm

provider for{re IV|Qg thei
* being glv rat n about
network out es in th
stemic
eport on the
ovid-19 on phone
and net complaints

W 2020, we identified three key
W laint themes arising from the
e a
be left frustrated and can ex @ e ongonA

ndemic:

1. Consumers not being able to contact
their provider.
2. Fault and connection problems being

more disruptive to consumers.

3. Financial impacts on consumers
starting to emerge.

As a result of our investigations, providers:

* updated their websites

e conducted staff training

* simplified their call centre queues

* explored new ways to communicate
outage information

* amended email or SMS templates

* fixed system issues preventing email access.

6 Telecommunications (Consumer Complaints Handling) Industry Standard 2018.

Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman



Several years after the introduction of the
complaint handling rules, we are still seeing
complaints that show some providers have not
consistently implemented processes in line with
the intention of the rules.

Providers must ensure their complaint handling
processes and staff are equipped to meet
accessibility, transparency, and other minimum
requirements set by the rules.

Inflexible identity verification
procedures can prevent consumers
from accessing their accounts

Our systemic investigations found consumers
are experiencing problems accessing their

accounts to view important information,
request help, or make changes.

The recent rules about identity verification’
have clarified how providers are to balance th
risk of fraud against ensuring consumers ca
access their account. However, we see some

providers choosing to be less flexible
flexibility being built into the rules
We investigated complaints :
* some consumers ¢ rify t
identity because o ili
provider did

o Worea
&%X catio
o

)
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* providers removed consumers’ authorised
representatives from their accounts
without permission

* providers would not speak with authorised
representatives

* consumers could not verify their
at a store because they lived i
location and their provider wo
offer an alternative.

improvements to mak

During our investigatio N rsm
%unt acc r.
Improvements in ed: @
*
. conducti@inin %&

unnecessary authenticati quests

ible self-service

viders nee omply with identity
icationdpule utilise the flexible options
ilt intob . Unless providers implement

identity vegification protections as intended, we

ikely continue to receive complaints from
m ers struggling to access their accounts.

7 Telecommunications Service Provider (Customer Identity Authentication) Determination 2022.

Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman
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Systemic Investigation

Consumers couldn’t contact Pebble Telco because
of long wait times and redirect loops

We received complaints from consumers who We notified Pebble Telco of these d
said they had difficulty making a customer drew its attention to its compl ling
service enquiry or a complaint to Pebble Telco. obligations, which requireﬁ Telco to:
Several of these consumers were in vulnerable * permit consumer%a comp%
circumstances. Some consumers were by telephone, lette ail an in
pensioners who needed to ask for help with * ensure therdis|linfoPmatio P e

a billing problem. Other consumers were Telco's w& out h Qmers can
experiencing financial hardship. contact it to make a c int or enquiry.

ebble Telco made
ier for consumers

These consumers told us that: Foll &ynvesti i
* they had to wait for a long time in i& .nts ‘AN
Pebble Telco'’s call centre queue conpact it.
* Pebble Telco’s chatbot could not resolve ebble T
their issue and repeatedly redirected « updatedlits call queue menu options so

them through the same messages nsumers had two more direct pathways
0 ake a complaint
@ updated the ‘Contact Us’ section of its
* website to include telephone information
for consumers in a clear and visible format
v * added a direct link to its Complaint
Q Handling Policy on its website.

*Names of all parties have been changed.

I = ol
— [ @
|
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e Direct regulation for billing,
credit management, and contract
information could reduce unexpected
debt and prevent financial hards

We have seen systemic issues involving direct debit, unclear and incomplete infor
products, and charges continuing after cancellation. As a result, consumers caR ience

unexpected debt and financial hardship. Direct regulation would bring unif cance
methods, make multiple payment methods the standard, and incentivise p rs to e
give clear and complete information to consumers. w‘
Consumers can suffer hardship and Q
incur debt when flexible payment We publlsh d two S‘%‘h
methods are not available tion rts on

Our systemic investigations found where al har

consumers only had one payment method,
their finances could be significantly |mpact

|nanC|a ha can be a product of

unex rges and other factors.
if things go wrong.
In Se t er 2021, we found:
The current framework permits dlre ) )
8 sumers need accessible, proactive,
as the only payment method.® It is | v hardshi )
common for providers to do thi d timely hardship assistance.
Effectlve hardship arrangements factor
We identified systemic |ssue , .
in consumers’ circumstances.
direct debit payments i
3. Payment plans are not always recorded
consumers were: )
and applied accurately.
* not properly 4. Regular engagement with consumers
being th ment supports better outcomes.
* debitedht or th ent on an ) ) ) )
on < In April 2023, we published a financial
. . . hardship thematic review.
c ed addit fees where direct debit
because ovider error
. withda largeddebt due to their contract

being cancalled after one failed direct debit.

Consumers affected by direct debit issues
experienced a range of consequences,
including in some cases being unable to
afford food and rent.

8 C628:2019 Telecommunications Consumer Protections Code, cl 5.3.1(h).

Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman @


https://www.tio.com.au/reports/responding-consumers-financial-hardship
https://www.tio.com.au/reports/thematic-review-our-financial-hardship-complaints-2021-2023

Providers made improvements to enhance
quality assurance, consumer communications,
and public facing information. Providers also
conducted staff training, and implemented
system changes.

These improvements aimed to ensure:

* consumers better understand when direct
debit is the only available payment method

* consumers are informed of the
consequences if a direct debit payment
fails because there are insufficient funds in
the consumer’s account

* consumers find out quickly when a
payment has failed

* staff know how to permanently remove old
information (for example, bank details)

* the cancellation process is simplified to
reduce the likelihood of more charges
while a cancellation is processed.

Direct regulation could be part of the solutio
to problems consumers face when t

unable to control their finances. Pgovide
could be required to offer a rang

Systemic Investigation Report, June 2023

Consumers often experience
confusion about charges that can
lead to bill shock and reduced trust

Our systemic investigations found that
consumers who do not understand the costs
of the services they signed up for, or
difficulty cancelling services, are

of financial vulnerability.

ve
risk

re are only
sell preaucts

broad obligations to e a
fairly and to provide e minatbm

Under the current framewdkk, t

information.

C"(
In ourexperiNs emicg Qolving
cons %

R <

n.

charges that mers be ey are not

resp W’ can o e attributed to a
k&x communicati
SO
Vi

case rs may no longer
their an help, or is willing to

elp. This m from consumers feeling
‘tricked’, eyel where the charges were just a
m erstanding.

ve identified systemic issues including
xpected charges flowing from products:

ment u
methods, as is the case in t ekgy secto
¢ consumers understood to be ‘free’ but

The rising cost of livingfme.

ereisa
pressing need to limi igancial @
facing consumerst flexibili ment
methods wou Einimise i sure.

9 National Energy Retail Rules Version 37 (as at 1 March 2023), r 32.

Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman

were not

e consumers have cancelled but have
continued to be charged for

* being added to a consumer’s plan
without their knowledge or consent.



Sometimes consumers only learn about
charges or product inclusions and exclusions
when they try to fix a problem. These situations
have occurred when:

* consumers asked for their device to be
repaired without knowing the insurance
inclusions had changed

* consumers were charged during the
process of resolving a disagreement about
the charges, despite being under the
impression those charges were on hold

* after returning their device to resolve a
complaint, consumers were charged for
the device

* trying to connect or repair services,
consumers agreed to technician
appointments without agreeing to be
charged for it.

As a result of our investigations,
providers made improvements to prevent

misunderstandings about charges, including:
* adapting sign-up processes t
consumers understand and change
ro

products they agree to

* ensuring staff are e

i educ
consumers on howito‘ancel produc
subscription

* updating publiclinformati
products rges ertg’consumers.

o\
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Providing clear information to consumers, so
they understand the costs of their plan and avoid
incurring debt, is a way the telecommunications
framework can alleviate the cost of living
pressures many consumers now face.

To be effective, any regulation must ipglude
clear prohibitions and consequen
non-compliance.

To ensure consistency acr thefsector,

direct regulation could
cancellation method (

specifi
hods) %

a minimum, mus m available to|t

consumer. Thij clouyelp to

consumers fr%c rring

failing ’%ancel the “right wa

ystemic
eport on helping

publi
cons ign up to the right

oneand internet products
Misgfderstandings about charges can

ppen at any stage of the customer
journey.

In May 2021, we made four key findings
about what can go wrong during sign up:

1. Advertising and point-of-sale
information does not always cover
key terms.

2. Online information can be difficult to
find and understand.

3. Products and services are not always
responsibly promoted or sold.

4. Consumers sometimes unknowingly
sign up for products or services they
do not need.


https://www.tio.com.au/reports/helping-telco-consumers-sign-right-phone-and-internet-products
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Systemic Investigation

Consumers disconnected or charged lump sums
after one failed payment

Propeller Net required consumers to pay for Some consumers said they were ited
services through direct debit. Propeller Net the entire lump sum owing aft ir'Service
set up a process for communicating with was cancelled. One custorder told us Propeller
consumers about restricting and disconnecting Net debited $1,300 fr ;N nk nt,
services when a direct debit payment failed. leaving them without VQ durin

Christmas perio
This process was published on Propeller Net’s P *
website. Under the process, a consumer will be Through our iNi ion, P et made
notified if their scheduled direct debit payment several improvemeénts to aq%he issues
fails. The consumer will also receive a reminder identifigd, including:
m

five days later, after the initial notification.

ving com tion with consumers,
If 10 days after the failed direct debit, the luding liest point of direct
consumer still has not paid, Propeller Net will debit failur
restrict the consumer’s services. Once 30 days * improVi e accuracy of its online
have passed after the failed direct debit, the information
service is disconnected, and the con is .- . .
i o ) ing the disconnection of vulnerable

billed for all remaining device repa

nsumers
We identified complaints thatgsug d this giving consumers the ability to pause

process was not operating a . payments
We told Propeller Net concerne . corTflrmmg financial hardship optlons. are
. available to consumers who pa irec
that consumers: lable t ho pay by direct
debit
* did not reali ir direc@p yment * educating its staff on having proactive
had failed conversations with consumers about
* dj ive waffi rior to being affordability.
cted ) ] ]
) . We continue to monitor complaints about
not awar one direct debit . .
i i Propeller Net's direct debit procedures.
[ ure& ult in their contract
being can ed. *Names of all parties have been changed.

Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman Q
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e Direct regulation should play a
primary role in protecting consumers
that are vulnerable

We see systemic issues involving one-size-fits all processes and poor sales practices th
disproportionately impact consumers with vulnerabilities. The current rules that seek t
vulnerability are insufficient. Until this changes, providers may continue to fail to eeds
of consumers experiencing vulnerability. Protection for consumers that are vuI should be
directly regulated.

One-size-fits-all approaches

can leave consumers with We publi
vulnerabilities behind meetlng eeds sumers
Our systemic investigations found that some te by f

standard policies and processes can lead to
unintended consequences for consumers with
vulnerabilities, including financial pressure and
significant distress.

In our experience, the current

consumer protection framework in t -Recognising and responding to
telecommunications sector is not fi¢fo sumers experiencing family violence.
for consumers that are vulnerab nderstanding what a consumer needs
guidelines and mdustry—mad * to stay connected and safe.
sufficiently clear and ma |'83t' 3. Ensuring appropriate account
We investigated sys i s inv S [PREEEEELER,
consumers that 4. Offering the right financial assistance.
* visually i o/get help
bec re not Following these investigations, providers
to them have worked with us to make improvements
, exper vere health which include:
lems %notely, or otherwise * making sure verbal and written
Iner& ys that prevented them communication channels are more
from understanding or engaging with accessible to consumers

identity verification requests. * adapting identity verification and

complaint handling processes

* updating training, quality assurance,
and staff resources.

Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman @


https://www.tio.com.au/reports/meeting-needs-consumers-impacted-family-violence

We have also published systemic investigation
reports that show providers may not always
know, understand, or be willing to help meet
the challenges consumers experiencing family
violence' or financial hardship™ may face.

Telecommunications is an essential service,
and all consumers should have equal access
to essential services. Direct regulation needs
to be put in place to protect consumers with
vulnerabilities and promote equal access.

Direct regulation should set the minimum
standards required from providers who engage
with and try to assist consumers experiencing
vulnerability. For example, in the energy sector,
there are extensive protections for consumers
affected by family violence that are mandatory.”

Poor sales practices
disproportionately affect
consumers with vulnerabilities

Our systemic investigations found that provi

mis-selling to consumers with vulnera can
lead to severe consequences.

The current framework does %
appropriate protection to c rs with

vulnerabilities from misgelluag #is reas
for consumers to e provi ilsell
them products s eir ne ithin
the range of they can afﬂ%
; providers
ucts that

is happens, the
etriment can quickly

10 TIO, Meeting the needs of consumers impacted by family violence
(December 2020).

11 TIO, Responding to consumers in financial hardship
(September 2021).

12 National Energy Retail Rules Version 37 (as at 1 March 2023),
Part 3A.

Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman
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Consumers with a range of vulnerabilities can
be subject to mis-selling, including those who:

* have a disability
e are elderly
* experience language barriers

* rely heavily on government supp
as an income

* have low digital literacy.

While we have seen complali relatin sales

made online or by pho %

conduct we have imyestigated has
occurred in pers t setail ou

During our investigations,
improvements such a

&yps toidentify the responsible staff
mbers appropriate actions

reviewig a dating staff training and

inter idance
*_identifjang and remediating affected

sumers.

e most c ing

D regulation should be front and centre
to'protect consumers with vulnerabilities who
may otherwise fall through the cracks. For
example, it could include more comprehensive
requirements to assess a consumer’s capacity
to pay, including any vulnerabilities that may
impact what the consumer needs and can use.



https://www.tio.com.au/reports/meeting-needs-consumers-impacted-family-violence
https://www.tio.com.au/reports/responding-consumers-financial-hardship
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Systemic Investigation

BranchTel upsells products and services to consumers

experiencing vulnerability

BranchTel sells phone and internet services and
devices in its stores across Australia.

We identified complaints from consumers
experiencing vulnerability about concerning

conduct and sales practices in particular stores.

We told BranchTel that we received complaints
from consumers or their representatives where
they said consumers experiencing vulnerability:

* came into the store for help with a
problem but were sold products or
services they did not want or need

¢ asked for a basic service but were sold a
high-end product or accessories they
could not use and did not need

* wanted to keep their prepaid gérviee and
did not realise they were beMagfchanged to
a post-paid service.

These consumers expegiencedVulnerabilities
ranging from relying.ont€entrelink fofimcome,
mental and physi€al health issues, lapguage
barriers, beinggelderly, or werefFisstyiNations

consumers livinggn femotef€dmmufities.

The consequences for consumers were
extreme in some cases. For example, one
consumer on low income Was sald two plans,
four handsets, and fougdeundlés - costimg a
total of around $14,000.

During our investigation; BranclTel said'it
identified congerning condusthand sales
practices that didhot comply with its policies.
It said ticemediated céistemers, as well as
tepminating’employuneit afd agreements
whete appropridte:

However, Btanchilel also told us the complaints
Were isolated #géidents involving a small
number of,staff. BranchTel was confident that
the actions it took to address our concerns
were siifficient.

We acknowledged the improvements BranchTel
had made but were not certain the complaints
we saw represented all impacted consumers.

We referred the systemic issue and our
findings to the ACCC and ACMA for
further consideration.

*Names of all parties have been changed.
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A registration scheme with
minimum entry requirements
would help protect consumers

We see systemic issues involving providers who are unwilling or unable to devote suffi

experience, we believe this is because there are no barriers for these prowders to

telecommunications market. A registration scheme with minimum entry re wr

protect consumers from these providers.

Consumers struggle to get the
information they need from
providers that do not understand
their obligations

Our systemic investigations found that
consumers can suffer when they sign-up with
providers who have a poor understandlng

of their obligations for selling essential
telecommunications products and serwces

Under the current framework, ther
requirement for providers to de

key telecommunications reg
or ability to follow the rules

While we do encounte
that strive to do b
be subject to prov

not deliver th that is
expecte
Whe er do ave the appropriate

nnels i onsumers

erien e lack of proper
dure ave a trickle-down effect on a
consumer’s debt, credit files, and connectivity.

These issues are usually outside of the
consumer’s control.
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We conducted i
who were not

igations m&
advise consumer n
Som%sues v@igated involved
id :

d not h
ont |tes

omplaint handling process

* had an
nd process

clear or incomplete complaint

* had an international phone number
or verbal support

* were completely uncontactable and
unresponsive

* did not provide or keep copies of contracts.

During these investigations, some providers
embraced the opportunity to learn more
about how to improve their processes.
Other providers were unresponsive and we
referred the systemic issue to a regulator.

Improvements made included:

* creating and publishing a complaint
handling process

* introducing a free contact phone number
that also facilitates call back requests.



A registration scheme with minimum

entry requirements such as demonstrating
compliance, organisational, and technical
capacity could protect consumers from
providers who lack the knowledge and ability
to deliver an essential service.

Consumers suffer when unprepared
providers run out of resources

Our systemic investigations have found that

consumers suffer when providers are unable
to operate effectively due to limited staff and
financial resources.

Under the current telecommunications
framework, there is no requirement for
providers to have sufficient resources to
operate. This can be incredibly frustrating
for consumers who may be unable to get
the services or help they need.

Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman

a w
providers
serve S omers.
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We conducted investigations where:

¢ there was confusion about whether the
provider was still operating

* the provider continued to invoice or
advertise services after saying it was no
longer trading

* the provider explicitly told us ed
the financial resources or tofhandle
certain complaints or suv

Where the provider w m tom
satisfactory improvemgg its pr. %
we referred the ifivastigdtion to r tor
for further en& t ac’%ﬁ

i

um entry

A registration scheme with m

requi such igancial resource

C & a suitable on criteria for
hip, rotect consumers

ave insufficient resources
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Systemic Investigation

Consumers left without help or services when

Mauve Connect’s business was failing

We received complaints from consumers who
told us that a smaller provider, Mauve Connect,
was uncontactable most of the time. Some
consumers said when they could reach Mauve
Connect, they felt unfairly treated by complaint
handling staff.

We contacted Mauve Connect about these
issues. We also told Mauve Connect that our
complaint handling teams had also experienced
a lack of responsiveness while attempting to
conciliate complaints.

Mauve Connect did not respond to our

concerns and questions, but did email us
to say the business would be closed soon.

S

cations Industry Ombudsman

Telecom

Mauve Connect said it was no lon
customers and all staff had le ness.

We asked Mauve ConnectNt
[ b

s existing
customers and how it Q e dealin
complaints. We did.not ive ar n
Mauve Connect” & conti t
advertise the N voic %rnet

services

\\4 ct als communlcatlon
area, who had
te tstanding TIO
bersh
Our conc and findings were referred to the

nsider regulatory action.

of all parties have been cthanged.



Contact us

The Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman is a free and
independent dispute resolution service for people and small
businesses who have an unresolved complaint with their phone

or internet service.

You can complain through our website at
www.tio.com.au or by calling 1800 062 058.

You can post a letter to
PO Box 276, Collins Street West, VIC 8007 or
fax it to 1800 630 614.

If you need to use a language other than English, call the
Translating and Interpreting Service on 134 450 and they will

help you speak with us. They are a free service.

Calls to the above numbers on mobile phones may incur charges.

Getting someone to help you

You can also ask someone else to complain for you or your business,
such as a friend, family member, or financial counsellor. Ask for our

authorisation forms over the phone or find them on our website.

Additional resources for financial hardship

Financial Counselling Australia:

www.financialcounsellingaustraiia.org.au

The National Debt Helpline: www.ndh.org.au | 1800 007 007

You can find helpful information from the Australian Communications
and Media Authority here:

www.acma.gov.au/help-if-you-cant-pay-your-phone-or-internet-bill

LI 2
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https://www.tio.com.au/
https://www.tio.com.au/
http://www.financialcounsellingaustralia.org.au/
http://www.ndh.org.au/
https://www.acma.gov.au/help-if-you-cant-pay-your-phone-or-internet-bill
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