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It seems totally appropriate for me to be speaking on the last occasion, in public, as the Financial Ombudsman Service person, to a conference of Financial Counsellors.  That’s because from day one as Banking Ombudsman I have had lots and lots of dealings with your profession.

And it’s also entirely appropriate, given that I am hoping to continue to have a close working relationship with the financial counselling sector after I leave my job at FOS.  I have always enjoyed talking with (and being challenged by) people such as you doing a job with which I identify, personally, very strongly.  

But, in a way, it’s with mixed emotions that I talk to you this morning about a number of things as I take my leave from FOS.  I’ve enjoyed my role, but think there is so much more to do!  At least I know the organisation will be in the very safe hands of my successor, Shane Tregillis.

I hope you will forgive me if what I have to say appears to be a bit of a ramble through this and that.  As time has gone by, I have started to reject overheads and see myself as being much more comfortable giving fireside chats rather than totally focussed presentations at which the key messages are flashed up on a screen rather than saying something which is coming from one’s inner being.  So this morning I am saying what I have to say in the fireside chat mode.

The truth, of course, is that there is some structure to what I have to say.  Broadly, I want to cover first some general comments on the importance of professionalism in an occupation.  Secondly, I want to talk about some of the lessons which I have learnt over the years as a result of dealing with financial services complaints and lastly, I want to talk about how I would like to remain involved with the financial counselling sector in the future.

When I was thinking about what I was going to say this morning, I started, as I often do when getting my thoughts straight on the content of what I want to say, by looking at the international thesaurus of quotations and when I looked up “professions”, I was referred to “vocations” which might be a better word to describe the financial counselling profession. 

There is something about the “vocation” word to me which stresses long term, devoted commitment and a feeling not of commercialisation but rather, dedication to a cause.  So I was pleased to see the referral in the thesaurus to vocation.  Then I looked at the quotes and a couple of them I want to refer to because, as I said a moment or two ago, I quite like working a quotation into whatever I might be talking about.

The first quotation is from a James Baldwin novel “The black boy looks at the white boy”.  And that quotation was: 

“The price one pays for pursuing any professional calling is an intimate knowledge of its ugly side”.  

I am happy to say that I can’t see there is any ugly side to the financial counselling vocation as such; you might be able to tell me otherwise.  But it does seem that it’s a vocation which has benefits all round rather than any ugly aspect to it, although one could argue that the “ugly side” you see is the effect on people and families of those struggling with the problems occasioned by not having quite enough income to live on.

The quote, however, that I prefer is a much gentler one which comes from a book by John Ruskins “Sesame & Lillies”, written in 1865, and that quote is:

“When men [and women] are rightly occupied, their amusement grows out of their work as the colour-petals out of a fruitful flower”.

In other words (at least to me), there is an awful lot of colour, light and pleasure in the financial counselling profession, as well as that exposure to those in trouble financially.  And my reference to the “vocation” word in no way changes my view that seeing the greater professionalization of financial counselling is critical for the long term success of the sector.

So when I am talking about your vocation, and in a sense I see it as our vocation now because of the other work that I’ll refer to later, I can see that the raising of standards, given the seemingly stronger commitment these days on the part of Governments to funding for financial counselling, is absolutely critical to its professional standing both in the community in general, so the people who use the services of financial counsellors come away with a feeling that they have had a thoroughly good professional piece of assistance, and as far as Governments are concerned that the funding which goes into financial counselling has been appropriately well spent and treated as I think all Government funding should be treated, and indeed all funding of organisations, as trust money; that is, money held on trust to expend strictly to provide a benefit in line with the original intention of funding a service provided by the organisation which is being funded.  

That is always the way in which I saw the budget which we had at the Financial Ombudsman Service, as funds which were strictly to be used to provide an excellent service to the Australian community through the office of the Financial Ombudsman, in line with the objectives of that office.

As far as financial counsellors are concerned, there is I think a very similar appreciation on your part that Government funding needs to be well spent in providing good services to the Australian community.

And I suppose when one is talking about the “good service”, we are talking about, amongst other things, having in place very sound professional development programmes which need to be completed before one offers a public service or calls oneself a Financial Counsellor.  One can’t over emphasize the importance of keeping up to date and never feeling that you know everything that you need to know in relation to whatever the subject might be.  Having in place a “culture” of continuous improvement facilitating community engagement seems to me to be critical for the reputation of any profession.  The country is entitled to nothing less; and, practically, where Government funding is involved, the funder must be confident that the service is of the highest quality.

And I know from experience that the work done in the legal profession to keep those practising law up to date has led to a raising of standards in that profession.

In summary, therefore, what I have heard about the commitment of the financial counselling sector to developing people who call themselves financial counsellors as effective service providers, possessing up to date information and demonstrating a commitment to the community, is reassuring but also critical to the continued success of the sector in the future.



Anything that I can do to assist in this regard in the future roles which I hope to play around the financial counselling sector will be directed towards assisting and assisting with developing further the standing which the sector has with Government and amongst financial services providers and in the general community.

Secondly, what I wanted to talk about was what I had learnt whilst involved in complaints about the operations of financial services providers as a result of my role as initially Banking Ombudsman and lately having a broader role in relation to the range of financial services which are available to the Australian community.



The first, and very obvious thing I have learnt is that if there is a chance for something to go wrong with financial services and their provision, it will go wrong.  But I have also learnt that the vast majority of the employees of financial services providers, who in a way preside over things going wrong in individual financial catastrophes, are very committed to doing the right thing.  They are, however, influenced by the leadership that they receive from the very top in any financial institution, which of course is the same as any enterprise.  So if you wanted to look at the leadership of institutions over the years and see where that leadership can evidence itself in better customer service, then you need look no further than the transformation at the ANZ when John McFarlane had his feet under the desk for a number of years and similarly, the transformation lately of National Australia Bank with the leadership of Cameron Clyne.  That is not to say that other institutions have not made enormous progress, but those two examples are the ones that spring to mind.  

There is a need though for a more general, consistent approach to customer service and dispute resolution across the financial services industry.  In order to contribute to this, at the Banking Ombudsman Scheme we first pioneered having conferences of members of the Banking Ombudsman Scheme, which became very popular and where, for example, we organised the table settings at the conference dinner to mix representatives of some institutions who were especially good at dealing with customer disputes, with representatives of institutions that we felt could lift their game.  Setting the table makeup at the conference dinner was a little like deciding who would sit with what branches of the family at a family wedding!  
But sitting good performers with those who needed to improve did, in our perception, contribute to a general raising of standards across the dispute resolution of financial services problems sector of the financial services industry.  

So, the first thing I have learnt is that things will go wrong.  The second is that the leadership of the institutions is very important to improve performance.  And thirdly, those having responsibility for dealing with disputes are not necessarily the ones who should bear the brunt of any attack on the part of either the Ombudsman’s office or those who are dealing on behalf of others with the internal dispute resolution areas; rather, it is the culture of the institution concerned which will drive the whole complaint management aspect of the business.

The other lessons which I have learnt are that setting the charging mechanism for institutions based on the extent to which those institutions use the services of an industry funded Ombudsman’s office, in other words, penalising institutions with an attack on the hip pocket nerve is one of the most important ways of improving the behaviour of institutions.  The more complaints they have, the more they should pay the Ombudsman and the greater the lesson which the institution will learn as a result of increased expense.

Over the years, especially the larger institutions began to appreciate the importance of adequately resourcing their own internal dispute resolution areas and the introduction in late 1996 of the new charging mechanism for the Banking Ombudsman Scheme at that time led the way in establishing the user pays principle.

The other lesson I learnt early on was that in dealing with problems in the financial services industry it was necessary as Ombudsman to have a consistent message which was passed on to the most senior within institutions, middle management and those with whom one dealt with on a daily basis.  The words and language one uses to the Chief Executive of one of the largest institutions in Australia is slightly different to the way in which one would express a problem when one was talking to those in charge of the internal dispute resolution areas.  But if one is seeking to achieve change, then the prospects of success are much higher if the same message is given at each level within the organisation.  If that is done, there is a chance that support will be garnered and a positive result achieved.  To state the obvious, one can develop a totally logical suggestion as to how issues should be dealt with and convince the Chief Executive, but unless similar support is obtained with in the middle areas of management and the lower areas where the change will have to be implemented, you may be wasting your time with the Chief Executive, however, positive he/she might be in expressing support.  

A case in point to all this, and I can’t say that complete success even after 15 years has been achieved, is in relation to the introduction of the direct debit system into Australia.  At the time it was introduced, the way in which it was “sold” internally in institutions by those who saw direct debit arrangements as being positive as far as the institutions were concerned, was to say that the only person who could cancel a direct debit was someone associated with the receipt of the funds, not the person from whose account the funds were being taken.  This, of course, is absolutely wrong in principle; an account holder should always control absolutely how funds are taken out of an account.  However, the message at all levels within institutions was so strong when the new system was introduced that account holders found themselves frustrated constantly by their inability to cancel a direct debit which led to funds being taken out of their own account.

The Ombudsman issued a Bulletin which said that the account holder, at least in relation to standard accounts, could always cancel a direct debit.  I know my dear friend Jan Pentland used to have to take copies of the Ombudsman’s Bulletin to branches of the bank where her clients were trying to cancel a direct debit in order to achieve the result which she desired.  


And the only way in which we have been able to achieve some success in relation to changing this approach was to agitate at all levels within institutions to change their attitudes.  That was because, in my view, the initial regime of placing control in the hands of the account holders who were receiving funds was so strong that it took many years to even get an acknowledgement that the concept sold so successfully within banks was wrong in principle.  And we still get complaints about the failure of banks to heed the instructions of their customers, the account holders, from whose account the funds were debited, despite our best efforts.

The key points though from one’s experience with the way institutions operate is that maintaining a relatively friendly and engaged manner when dealing with disputes often achieves great results.  I know I’m not telling you anything new by saying this, but I found over the years that engagement with others, whether they are bank employees or not, in a positive way often leads to better results as far as the community is concerned.  This says, in a way, a little about my style but I think we can, to express it somewhat differently, take a hard line aggressive attitude in relation to cases when one really has to, but most of the time coaxing a result leads to a better one as far as one’s client or community member with whom one is having dealings is concerned.

Now for something completely different.  As I said at the outset, my involvement with the Financial Counselling sector has been driven very much by my regard for the sector as a whole and the extraordinarily valuable work that you all do, evidenced by my particular regard for Jan Pentland who was, as I mentioned before, a Director of the Banking Ombudsman Scheme and a person with whom I worked very closely indeed.  And also, in particular, Tony Devlin and Betty Weule in NSW, both of whom I worked with on Boards or generally.  

Jan had that coaxing manner I referred to earlier most of the time as far as I was concerned, but now and again she made her views known to me very strongly.  In short, my regard for her was driven by my appreciation of her honesty and frankness as well as her manner and engagement when we had discussions and dealings on a wide variety of issues. 

So when I was asked to help with the development of the Debt Repayment Service project concept, I was very happy to accept an invitation to be part of the interim steering committee.  No doubt Fiona Guthrie will be talking more about this at your conference.  I did want to say how pleased I am to be involved and how I think the concept of having one of the options to which financial counsellors can refer their clients is a properly based Debt Repayment Service with a strong commitment to business ethics, has many benefits.  It is proposed that it will be structured in such a way as to be a partnership between the financial counselling sector and financial institutions.  It seems to be a very attractive option; an excellent addition to the suite of options to which I referred before.  I stress that it will be one option only for counsellors to refer clients to; other options that exist at present will no doubt still be available.  

I have learnt of late that there are a number of organisations which at first glance seem similar and are already set up in Australia, or which could be set up in the future, which perhaps would not have the same commitment to providing a fair service to financial institutions and those indebted to those institutions.  I have also been pleasantly surprised at the commitment of financial institutions themselves to the idea and the fact that the financial counselling sector is willing to contemplate the connection with such a business as long as it subscribed to principles of fairness, accountability and integrity which, to be frank, other debt repayment organisations may not necessarily adhere to, should they become more available in the Australian market.

In conclusion, and I suppose I am in a particularly reflective mood today because this will be my final public appearance as the Financial Ombudsman Service person, let me say how much I have enjoyed dealing with the financial counselling sector over the years.  There is no doubt that we have had our ups and downs.  I think we have both, that is, the dispute resolution scheme and representatives of your sector, worked hard to improve communications between us and I think this has paid off for our mutual benefit.  I know that FOS appreciates the professional way in which financial counsellors deal with our office.  I am sure that you will forgive me for saying that I think standards over the years of the professionalism of the sector have improved, which makes it better all round for all of us and I know that there is a very strong commitment to developing those who work in the sector even further so that it continues to enhance its professionalism.  The fact of the matter is we know is development and change and the need for greater accountability and professionalism never ends, in the same way as there is no such thing as retirement any more, unfortunately, not that I am particularly keen on either golf or fishing or anything which is purely leisure, apart from watching the odd AFL football game, one just keeps on working and contributing to the community, which is what I am comfortable to do, but at the same time when one is in employment, reaching higher standards and enhancing the professionalism of any vocation is critical for the reasons which I outlined before.

And I also can reflect favourably on the way in which the financial services sector has continued to develop its capabilities for dealing with disputes, although in particular I think there is further work needed on how financial difficulty and hardship cases are dealt with, but overall, over the years, there has been improvement and development.  

And lastly at the personal level, I am so pleased that on the face of it, I will be able to help the financial counsellors sector to develop the Debt Repayment Service as another option to which financial counsellors can refer those who come to them, thus increasing the suite of options which those in trouble might have to help them resolve their financial difficulties.


