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We are researchers at the University of Sydney currently investigating the administrative 
burdens of seeking relief from energy hardship in New South Wales. Our submission 
comments are informed by this ongoing work.  

 

Question 1: Banning retailers from requiring documentary evidence to access 
payment di iculty assistance 

We support the AER’s recommendation to ban retailers from requiring proof of 
circumstances to access payment di iculty assistance, because removing this 
requirement would reduce administrative burdens. That is, it would reduce barriers that 
customers face in seeking support. Administrative burdens can lead to lower rates of 
program uptake, in this case to fewer people accessing support for payment di iculty 
when needed 1. Requiring customers to provide documentary evidence to access 
support can represent a learning cost (finding out what is needed to be eligible), a 
compliance cost (collecting the necessary documents and providing them in required 
format), and a psychological cost (embarrassment at being asked to prove di iculties), 
all of which are forms of administrative burden 2. Higher burdens often land most 
heavily on those navigating multiple challenges, for example, needing both health 
support and energy support 3. Fewer points requiring documentation provision would 
simplify hardship access processes, and could increase customer feelings of being 
respected, both of which are important ways of reducing administrative burdens 4.  
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If some documentation requirements remain, then it is important to consider how 
administrative burdens associated with these could be reduced. Clear communication 
about documentation requirements (e.g., clear information on websites about the type 
of documentation needed to access di erent types of support) and simplified 
mechanisms to meet these requirements (e.g., allowing multiple ways of providing 
these according to customer preference, or allowing comparable document types 
rather than one single document type) could both reduce administrative burdens 
associated with any remaining document provision requirements 5. 

 

Question 2: Requiring retailers to consider information or representations by 
customers (or third-party) and changes of circumstances in determining capacity 
to pay/developing payment plans  

We also support the AER’s recommendation to strengthen protections to make payment 
plans more a ordable. Allowing information provision by multiple means, including 
email alongside phone, could reduce some types of administrative burdens. For 
example, phone calls may need to be made during business hours and have long wait 
times, whereas email communication can be done asynchronously. If newer 
technologies such as chatbots are in use, then the security of customer information 
should be a key consideration in deployment of technology. If features such as chatbots 
cannot support information provision, there should be a clear mechanism to reach an 
email address to seek support in recognised ways.  

Third party organisations working to support customers facing energy hardship have 
working relationships with these customers. Both direct customer and third-party 
representations of ability to pay should be trusted. Third-party support can also help to 
reduce the administrative burdens borne by customers themselves, such as by 
reducing psychological costs of such as fear of stigma 6.  

Preliminary insights from our ongoing research suggest other areas to consider when 
improving payment plan a ordability. First, customers may not know that they have the 
right to ask for an a ordable plan. This right should be clarified in information provision. 
Second, frequent review of ability to pay risks increasing administrative burden due to 
need to re-engage repeatedly, potentially incurring more compliance costs (e.g., 
providing statements about payment ability) and more psychological costs (e.g., stress 
of frequent phone calls/emails about bill payment). People who need multiple types of 
support, such as health, housing, and energy, are likely to have multiple types of check-
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ins that cumulatively increase their administrative burdens. Design of payment plan 
reviews should consider ways to minimise the steps required by hardship customers as 
a way to keep administrative burdens low7. One way to reduce burdens is to ‘shift’ them, 
so that larger portions of support become automated or become the responsibility of 
the retailer to o er (as opposed to the responsibility of the customer to request) 8. In the 
case of payment plan reviews, this could mean centring communications around 
optional additional support for customers to take up, rather than centring 
communications around required check-ins that must be undertaken for existing 
support to continue.  
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