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The Consumer Policy Research Centre (CPRC) is an independent,  
non-profit, consumer think-tank established by the Victorian Government in 
2016. 

CPRC aims to create fairer, safer and inclusive markets by undertaking 
research and working with leading regulators, policymakers, businesses, 
academics and community advocates.
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Hon. Minister Horne MP 

Minister for Consumer Affairs, Gaming and Liquor Regulation

The COVID-19 pandemic continues to impact many consumers.  
This has been a challenging period for us all, with impacts on 
employment, mental health, health and wellbeing.  The effects  
of the COVID-19 pandemic have not been felt across our  
community equally – vulnerabilities have been amplified and new 
ones created.  

While we are not out of the woods, it is important to start planning for a consumer-led  
recovery. Together we can emerge from this crisis a fairer, safer and more inclusive community  
and economy.  

A truly consumer-led recovery involves us listening to the community. Understanding their 
frustrations, experiences and aspirations is the right place to start if we want to put consumers  
at the centre of change. 

That’s why the work of the Consumer Policy Research Centre, and its focus on consumer 
wellbeing in this research series, is so important. It asks us all to pause, listen and reflect on 
the changing needs of consumers during a period of unprecedented disruption and change.  

This report also offers insights into how adopting a wellbeing approach might provide us with 
a more complete picture of the things impacting the lives and experiences of consumers  
in essential, regulated marketplaces. It provides an opportunity to make sense of complexity  
and target policy interventions, and for strong and influential leadership by setting  
aspirational but achievable goals.  

Now is the right time to be sharing these ideas. With that in mind, I am pleased to present 
Towards a wellbeing approach to consumer policy in Australia. This report will form the 
basis of an important work program aimed at understanding how wellbeing can become  
incorporated into consumer policy and regulation. I am proud that this nation-leading work 
will not only benefit Victorian consumers, but the broader Australian public.   

This research further supports the work of Consumer Affairs Victoria, which has made it 
a priority to consider consumer needs at the centre of its approach when delivering its  
services. Consumer Affairs Victoria is also committed to capturing and analysing information 
to inform its understanding of the markets it regulates. A critical part of this work is developing  
a detailed understanding and insights into consumers’ lives and the challenges they face. 
The approach proposed by the Consumer Policy Research Centre will provide data and 
insights to strengthen work supporting consumers nationwide.   

It’s an exciting and important first step for the Centre as it enters its next four-year period, 
reflecting its mission to reimagine markets, putting consumers at the centre of change.  

This research series benefits us all. I encourage policy makers, businesses, academics and 
the community to engage with this thinking, and with the research team, as they undertake 
this important work, which will serve the interests of consumers in Victoria and beyond. 

Foreword  
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Executive summary
We are in the midst of a very tough period for our fellow citizens and the Australian economy 
as a result of COVID; it has already become something of a policy cliché to say that the  
nation needs to ‘build back better’. This needs to be a consumer-led recovery, with an emphasis  
on consumer protection and empowerment, trust, business responsibility, competition and  
sustainable consumption. 

To do this requires an understanding of what it’s like to be a consumer in Australia today 
– but decision-makers have relatively little insight into consumers’ lives and the challenges 
they face. Only a limited amount of consumer research and engagement is conducted by  
governments, regulators businesses and public bodies – and most focus on individual  
markets and particular topics, rather than taking a ‘whole of consumer’ approach. Such work 
is likely to miss insights about the collective impact of different markets on consumers. Where 
cross-economy consumer research is commissioned, it is often very infrequent. 

Most consumer insight also centres on potential problems in markets – looking for the negative  
rather than framing it around a positive articulation of what positive consumer experiences 
might look like. This approach, while necessary to target policy and regulation efforts, can 
come at a cost. By not setting out what good looks like, policymakers aren’t then able to say 
how close they are to achieving it.

A wellbeing approach provides a more complete picture of the 
outcomes that matter. It provides an opportunity to make sense 
of complexity and target policy interventions, and for strong and 
influential leadership by setting aspirational but achievable goals.

By understanding the outcomes consumers want, government, regulators and industry  
understanding can be more responsive in an increasingly fast-paced environment. Consumer 
policy, informed by a wellbeing approach must also learn from the experience of others who 
have already thought deeply about wellbeing in a wider context and in some cases developed 
indices.

Our two-part report offers insights for policymakers on changing the expectations and  
experiences of Australian consumers, as well as what market governance might look like when 
a wellbeing approach is applied. 

Part one: 
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In Part One: Why now? we explore the impact of COVID-19 on consumers, the urgent need 
for a consumer-centric approach to rebuilding and resetting policy design to improve consumer 
outcomes. We also offer some insights into the ways consumer expectations and experiences 
are shifting in Australia today, based on new qualitative research underway.

In Part Two: Applying wellbeing concepts to measure what matters to consumers we 
look at international and local developments in measuring wellbeing, consider limitations with  
current approaches to measuring consumer outcomes, and offer early thinking as to some of 
the major components of consumer outcomes and wellbeing for further exploration.

Over the coming months, Consumer Policy Research Centre (CPRC) will be engaging  
Australian consumers on what wellbeing means to them; developing and testing a model to 
inform the development of a Consumer Index focusing on essential, regulated markets. 

Now is the time to focus on consumer outcomes - an exploration of consumers’ real lives, 
their experiences and expectations of the economy as a whole - inspired by the latest thinking  
globally on social and economic wellbeing and applying it to the consumer context. Taking a  
strategic, positive, consumer-oriented approach, and establishing a robust method for  
assessing outcomes, we can better understand where Australia, the individual states and  
territories are, in achieving positive consumer outcomes and wellbeing. Getting this right will need  
significant engagement from governments, businesses, policymakers, advocates and  
consumers alike. 

To find out more or flag your interest in this initiative, please email   
consumerwellbeing@cprc.org.au.  We hope you join us on this journey. 
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A consumer-centred approach 
to rebuilding the economy  
These have been a tough two years for Australia, with horrific bushfires and floods followed 
by the devastating global pandemic, and it continued as the country experienced the third 
wave of COVID-19 in mid-late 2021. As the country transitions away from lockdowns,   
attention is turning to where we go from here. This chapter outlines our Consumer and 
COVID-19 research on the impact of COVID-19 on consumers and describes how we view this 
as an opportunity to learn from wellbeing approaches as we rebuild and reset the economy.  

A wide range of policy makers and civil society have argued for the need to ‘build back  
better’, a phrase adopted by US President Joe Biden.1 Leaders of the UK and New Zealand, the  
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)2 and now in Australia  
organisations ranging from the Grattan Institute3 and McKell institute4 to the Uniting Church,5 the 
Council of Small Business Organisations Australia (COSBOA)6, and the New Economy  
Network Australia have all recognised the need to leverage the economic recovery for positive 
social and environmental change.7  

The Federal Treasurer Josh Frydenberg has spoken of the need to ‘rebuild the Australian  
economy, making it stronger and more productive in the future.’8 The Opposition Leader Anthony  
Albanese says ‘we have a once-in-a-generation chance to rebuild our economy and our  
country for the better.9’ 

These different organisations and individuals will of course have different priorities for change, 
but they have a striking theme in common: using this unique period in our lives as the  
starting-point for making Australia better.  

The Consumer Policy Research Centre believes this means focusing on the consumer  
interest, both now and in the longer term. This should be a consumer-led recovery, built on deep 
insight into consumer experiences, attitudes and needs by focusing on innovation, trust and 
support for people who need it most.  

1 Whitehouse, n.d, The build back better agenda https://www.whitehouse.gov/build-back-better/
2 OECD, 2020, Building back better: A sustainable, resilient recovery after COVID-19, https://oecd.org/coronavirus/policy 
-responses/building-back-better-a-sustainable-resilient-recovery-after-covid-19-52b869f5/
3 Wood D, 2021, Australia should strive to build back better https://grattan.edu.au/news/australia-should-strive-to-build-back 
-better/
4 McKell Institute, 2021, Opinion: How Australia can take ‘Build back better’ to a new level https://mckellinstitute.org.au/news 
-and-media/opinion-how-australia-can-take-build-back-better-to-a-new-level/
5 Uniting Church in Australia Assembly and Uniting Justice Australia, 2020, #BuildBackBetter: A Just Recovery Post COVID-19, 
https://uniting.church/build-back-better/
6 COSBOA Communiqué: Time to “Build Back Better”, https://12181f63-b7b9-4e2e-b33f-d3d17c4a6b46.filesusr.com/ugd/
c7ffff_3913ef4e2b6d470aa0585fe9ac90bd48.pdf
7 Colvin S and Debets J, 2020, Discussion of post-COVID-19 world, New Economy Journal, vol 2, no 3 published by New  
Economy Network Australia https://www.neweconomy.org.au/journal/issues/vol2/iss3/discussion-of-post-covid-19-world/
8 Hon. Frydenberg, 2020, Address to the National Press Club: A plan to rebuild the economy, create more jobs, and secure 
Australia’s future, https://ministers.treasury.gov.au/ministers/josh-frydenberg-2018/speeches/address-national-press-club-0
9 Hon. Albanese, 2020, Budget In Reply Parliament House, Canberra, No-one Held Back. No-one Left Behind, https://anthonyalba-
nese.com.au/anthony-albanese-speech-budget-in-reply-parliament-house-canberra-thursday-8-october-2020
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We suggest that there are two goals for where the nation goes from here, to achieve a truly  
effective and sustained recovery: rebuild and reset.

Given many people are still dealing with economic losses caused by restrictions, we believe  
the focus should be on rebuilding first to focus on stabilising the economy and getting  
people the support they need right now. Once we move out of crisis and away from responsive 
mode, the focus should be on resetting and creating a new economic structure and regulatory 
regimes that have the consumer at the heart. The aim should be to create a society where 
people have greater resilience and ability to be able to cope with any future challenges like 
climate change.  

Consumer Policy Research Centre – Towards a wellbeing approach to consumer policy in Australia 
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Goal 1: Rebuild 

The COVID-19 pandemic has amplified existing drivers of vulnerability, increased the scale of 
vulnerability, and exposed some people to the causes of vulnerability for the first time in their  
lives. Financial support provided by governments and actions taken by sectoral regulators to  
reduce bill pressures has mitigated some of the effects for many hard hit consumers.  
Research by CPRC and others reveal the scale of consumer need in this period, and the 
groups of people in particular need of support. The most recent studies by the Australian  
Bureau of Statistics (ABS) indicates there remain significant economic and emotional  
challenges for many consumers.

CPRC’s COVID-19 Survey Found:

Nearly two-thirds of people (61%) reported they were “somewhat” or “very” concerned 
about their financial wellbeing across the period, peaking at 65% in July and August 2020

Half (48%) of renters reported they were concerned about their ability to pay their rental 
costs across the period, peaking at 54% in November 2020

In the second half of 2020, one in ten young Victorians missed more than one  
household bill type every month

People with a disability (65%) had above average levels of concern about their  
financial wellbeing in June 2020.10

In our COVID-19 research, our monthly survey collected insights from 11,784 consumers  
between May-December 2020. We asked about consumers concerns, financial behaviours, 
and experiences with essential service providers.11 

The consumer impact of COVID-19 is both broad and deep. Financial concerns and stress 
have been widespread, due to job loss, reduced hours, and inadequate income, especially in  
industries badly affected by border closures, social distancing measures and subdued  
consumer confidence.12 

The Melbourne Institute tracked Australians’ financial stress over the COVID-19  
period, asking people how they described their financial conditions in terms of paying for 
essential goods and services. In November 2020 one in five Australians were financially 
stressed.13 In May 2021 almost half of all self-employed or fixed term contract employees  
reported feeling financially stressed.14 

10 CPRC, 2020, Consumers and COVID-19: From crisis to recovery research series, https://cprc.org.au/consumers-and-covid 
-19-from-crisis-to-recovery/
11 CPRC, 2020, Consumers and COVID-19: From crisis to recovery research series, https://cprc.org.au/consumers-and-covid 
-19-from-crisis-to-recovery/
12  For example: Reserve Bank of Australia, 2020, Financial Stability Review, 21, 24-25; Broadway B, Payne A and Salamanca 
N, (eds), 2020, Coping with COVID-19: Rethinking Australia – Taking the Pulse of the Nation 2020, Melbourne Institute.
13  Melbourne Institute, 2020, Taking the Pulse of the Nation Tracker: Research Insights, Wave 23 (16-20 November 2020) 
https://melbourneinstitute.unimelb.edu.au/data/covid-19-tracker
14  Melbourne Institute, 2021, Taking the Pulse of the Nation Tracker: Research Insights, Wave 32 (10-14 May 2021)  
https://melbourneinstitute.unimelb.edu.au/publications/research-insights/ttpn/wave-32
research-insights/ttpn/wave-32
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The ABS has been diving deeper still, measuring individual components of financial 
stress. Many Australians now have stretched financial resources, with one in 16 (6%)  
reporting their household would be unable to raise $500 within a week for something important 
and a further one in ten (10%) saying their household could raise $500 but not $2,000. People  
living with a disability (9%) were nearly twice as likely to report being unable to raise $500 for  
something important in a week as people with no disability (5%).15   

At CPRC, our Consumers and COVID-19 research found three-quarters of all culturally and 
linguistically diverse (CALD) consumers (73%) reported they were concerned about their  
financial wellbeing, in December  2020 – compared with 56% of the broader population. 

Compared to the broader population, CALD consumers were: 

Five times as likely to take out a personal loan

Four times as likely to take out risky high-cost payday loans

Three times as likely to borrow from family and friends

Twice as likely to sell shares, investments, or household goods and to access their super.16

Although most Australians (92%) told the ABS in January 2021 that their household expected 
to be able to pay bills received in the next three months, compared with 87% in August 2020, 
one in 13 (8%) reported their household was unable to pay one or more selected bills on time 
over the last three months because they did not have enough money. One in a 100 (1%) did 
not expect to be able to pay bills received in the next three months and 7% reported they did 
not know if they would be able to make these payments.17  

Consumer vulnerabilities have also been amplified by COVID-19’s impact on mental health 
and wellbeing, due to job loss and financial hardship, social isolation, family stress and  
anxieties. One in five (20%) Australians experienced high or very high levels of psychological 
distress in March 2021, rising to 28% in younger Australians (aged 18 to 34 years).18 The ABS 
survey in June 2021 also found that one in five Australians experienced high or very high levels 
of distress in the previous four weeks.19 

Poor mental health can affect people’s ability to manage household expenses, initiate and  
maintain contact with service providers.20 COVID-19 also contributed to higher rates and risks 
of family violence,21 which can exacerbate the risks of a consumer experiencing vulnerability   

15  Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2021, Household Impacts of COVID-19 Survey, released 22 February 2021  
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/people-and-communities/household-impacts-covid-19-survey/jan-2021#spending
16 CPRC, 2020, Consumers and COVID-19: From crises to recovery. Research Series, https://cprc.org.au/consumers-and-
covid-19-from-crisis-to-recovery/ 
17 Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2021, Household Impacts of COVID-19 Survey, released 22 February 2021  
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/people-and-communities/household-impacts-covid-19-survey/jan-2021#spending 
18 Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2021, Household Impacts of COVID-19 Survey, released 14 April 2021. 
19 Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2021, Household Impacts of COVID-19 Survey, released June 2021 https://www.abs.gov.au/
statistics/people/people-and-communities/household-impacts-covid-19-survey/jun-2021#emotional-and-mental-wellbeing 
20 See Thomsen A, O’Neill E, Martin Hobbs B, and Solomon L, 2020, COVID-19 and Consumers: from crisis to recovery,  
Consumer Policy Research Centre, 41. 
21 Morgan A and Boxall H, 2020, ‘Social isolation, time spent at home, financial stress and domestic violence during the COVID-19 
pandemic’, Trends & Issues in Crime and Criminal Justice, No. 609, October 2020, Australian Institute of Criminology;  
Crime Statistics Agency, ‘Crime Statistics Agency releases 2019-20 Victorian Family Violence Database’, Media release, 2  
December 2020, https://www.crimestatistics.vic.gov.au/media-centre/media-releases/crime-statistics-agency-releases-2019-20 
-victorian-family-violence.

Consumer Policy Research Centre – Towards a wellbeing approach to consumer policy in Australia 
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including financial difficulty, debt burdens and impaired credit histories following economic abuse, 
and a need for tailored support from essential service providers.  

During the first waves of the pandemic, consumers saw significant levels of new support  
provided across different sectors, with varying levels of success. In 2020, across  
Australia and in individual states, governments, regulators, and industry took rapid steps to 
support consumers through the shocks. For example, the Australian Energy Regulator issued 
a series of Statement of Expectations of energy businesses, setting out an expanded range 
of payment support and protective measures expected of industry, beyond what is currently 
regulated.22 The Victorian Government implemented a suite of support measures for renters, 
including rent relief payments, rent increase bans, and eviction restrictions, to improve rental 
affordability and promote housing security for tenants.23

Proactive, positive actions by service providers (such as offers of payment assistance) were 
more commonly reported in our research than negative actions (such as price increases) – 
this was particularly the case for mortgage providers. The Australian Banking Association  
mobilised mortgage deferral schemes and hardship assistance among lenders at multiple  
points of the pandemic to prevent widespread loan defaults and enable people who had  
experienced income shocks to stay in their homes.24 

There was of course scope for more such action. CPRC’s COVID-19 research found rates of  
positive action by service providers were still relatively low during a period of acute  
consumer need. However, on average, over the reporting period, 6% of Austra-
lians reported receiving helpful information about usage or managing payments during 
COVID-19 across all sectors; this was higher for the mortgage sector (26%).  Additionally,  
3% of consumers were offered payment assistance in each of the sectors measured  
– with the exception of the mortgage sector (6%).25 Finally, between 2% and 6% of  
consumers reported their provider (across all sectors) reduced cost of service.26 These actions 
represent distinct signs of progress.

In some respects, COVID-19 triggered heightened consumer engagement. Switching  
rates showed consumers engaging with their provider to manage their costs and ensure they 
were getting the best deal. Our Consumers and COVID-19 survey found 7% of Australians  
switched plans with their current provider and 4% switched to a different provider, 5% of  
mortgage-holders refinanced with their current lender, and 4% switched to a new lender, and 
4% refinanced to interest only with their current provider. In addition, 4% of Australians switched 
energy plans or providers. We found a higher rate of consumers from a CALD background 
took proactive steps to manage bills by switching plan or provider. And notably, CALD 
consumers switched their energy or telco plan/provider at twice the rate of the broader  
population to help manage household bills.27  

22 AER, 2020, Statement of expectations of energy businesses: Protecting customers and the energy market during COVID-19, 
https://www.aer.gov.au/publications/corporate-documents/statement-of-expectations-of-energy-businesses-protecting-customers 
-and-the-energy-market-during-covid-19 
23 VCAT,2020, Changes to the law about renting a home during COVID-19, Changes to the law about renting a home during 
COVID-19 | VCAT https://www.vcat.vic.gov.au/news/vcat-hearings-during-coronavirus-restrictions
24 Australian Banking Association, 2020, 6-month loan assessments begin as Australians resume loan repayments, https://
www.ausbanking.org.au/6-month-loan-assessments-begin-as-australians-resume-loan-repayments/, Australian Banking  
Association, 2021, Banks supporting customers as lockdowns extended, https://www.ausbanking.org.au/banks-supporting 
-customers-as-lockdowns-extended/ 
25 CPRC, 2020, Consumers and COVID-19: From crisis to recovery Research Series, https://cprc.org.au/consumers-and-covid 
-19-from-crisis-to-recovery/ 
26 See Thomsen A, O’Neill E, Martin Hobbs B and Solomon L, 2020, COVID-19 and consumers: from crisis to recovery,  
Consumer Policy Research Centre, pg 41.
27 CPRC, 2020, COVID-19 and Consumers:  key insights series – CALD consumers, https://cprc.org.au/consumers-and-covid 
-19-from-crisis-to-recovery/
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As we transition away from lockdowns with more of the population vaccinated, the immediate  
challenges for many consumers are likely to subside. But for many others there will be  
longer-term impacts, for example, through reduced earnings, increased debt or lower savings 
as a result of actions taken during the pandemic period. The need for continued consumer  
insight and the targeting of support for those in need will be critical as the economy, businesses  
and households are rebuilt.  

We saw an escalation of family violence during the pandemic with a 6.7% increase   
in incidences reported in Victoria over the 12 months from June 2019 to June 2021. 
‘This [increase in family violence] was predicted, as the movement restriction is  
likely to make family violence worse due to the social isolation and financial difficulties’28  
notes Kelsey Hegarty, Professor of Family Violence Prevention at the University of Melbourne.
In 2020, the UN described29 growing violence against women and children as ‘the shadow 
pandemic’, commenting that ‘As more countries report infection and lockdown, more domestic 
violence helplines and shelters across the world are reporting rising calls for help.’  Evidence  
from the aftermath of the Victorian bushfires provide insight that we should expect this trend 
to continue as lockdowns ease.  Expect a similar trend as the immediate COVID-19 crisis 
passes as well. Australia’s National Research Organisation for Women’s Safety Limited  
(ANROWS) says that ‘Women experiencing DFV before the fires may face increasingly  
frequent and severe violence post-disaster, when trauma, grief, financial stress, and loss of a 
home or employment may escalate their partner’s perpetration’.30 

Almost one third of Australians ran down their savings to manage household expenses. Rent-
ers, young people and casual workers have been more reliant on savings, debt and early 
access to superannuation to manage their household expenses.31  

Rebuilding community and consumer resilience will be a major challenge, and it may be a long 
time before the effects of the pandemic period are no longer being felt.  

28 Liotta M, 2020, Record rates of family violence meet anticipated COVID impact, https://www1.racgp.org.au/newsgp/clinical 
/record-rates-of-family-violence-meet-anticipated-c
29 UN Women, 2020, Violence against women and girls: the shadow pandemic https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/ 
stories/2020/4/statement-ed-phumzile-violence-against-women-during-pandemic
30 ANROWS notepad, 2020, A challenging start to the year, https://www.anrows.org.au/notepad/anrows-notepad-16- 
january-2020/
31 CPRC, 2020, Consumers and COVID-19: From crisis to recovery research series, https://cprc.org.au/consumers-and-covid 
-19-from-crisis-to-recovery/ 
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Goal 2: Reset 

The pandemic has highlighted the fault lines in essential service sectors, the scale of  
consumer vulnerability, and that some groups are more vulnerable to health and economic 
shocks than others. These implications run well beyond the period of the pandemic, pointing to 
more deep-seated challenges. 

Essential to recovery is an acknowledgement that the pre-COVID-19 context was challenging  
for many Australian consumers and reverting to the status quo will not be good enough.  
Pre-COVID-19, two in three Australians experienced some level of financial stress, savings  
buffers were low (with 30% of Australians having savings of less than one month’s income 
or none at all),32 and casual/insecure work was common at around one quarter of workers, 
often resulting in unpredictable, fluctuating incomes.33 

Poor business practices and market failings were as much a cause of consumer vulnerability 
as people’s individual circumstances, as shown by the findings of the Financial Services  
Royal Commission, energy market inquiries, and ongoing upselling scandals in the  
telecommunications sector.34 Consumers have been – and continue to be – made vulnerable  
by deliberately complex pricing, conflicting incentives and interests of service providers and 
intermediaries, deliberate exploitation of behavioural biases (e.g. inertia/loyalty), and the  
exclusion of ‘high risk’, financially marginalised customers from more affordable products 
and services. Widespread and opaque consumer data collection, sharing and use, are only  
amplifying these vulnerabilities.35 Pre-existing market failings left many consumers more  
exposed than necessary when COVID-19 hit.   

Even more significantly, this period has shown that when there is a shared commitment to 
act to protect consumers, substantial impact can be achieved quickly. Decision-makers should 
work hard to retain the essence of this energetic, proactive, and collaborative approach to 
market governance and oversight. Not all of the supports introduced during COVID-19 have 
been without flaws and at times were hastily implemented. However, where support was  
provided to people, particularly the COVID-19 supplement, it changed lives, people reported 
being able to able to start saving, pay off debts and afford medicines they needed with the  
supplement.36 What we have now is time to make sure change longer term change is sustained. 
We must also be vigilant to ensure the disruption caused by the pandemic is not used to allow for  
disaster capitalism to be adopted.37 

32 Centre for Social Impact and NAB, 2018, Financial Security and the Influence of Economic Resources: Financial Resilience 
in Australia 2018, 20.
33 OECD, 2019, Employment outlook 2019: The future of work, OECD Publishing, pg 60.
34 See e.g. Royal Commission into Misconduct in the Banking, Superannuation and Financial Services Industry, Final Report, 
vol 1, Commonwealth of Australia, 2019; Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, Restoring electricity affordability 
and Australia’s competitive advantage: Retail Electricity Pricing Inquiry—Final Report, June 2018; Lonergan for ACCAN,  
Spotlight on telco commissions and targets: Exploring telecommunications providers’ sales incentive practices, March 2019.
35 Richmond B, 2019, A Day in the Life of Data: Removing the opacity surrounding the data collection, sharing and use  
environment in Australia, Consumer Policy Research Centre; CPRC 2020 Data and Technology Consumer Survey—Full re-
search report, https://cprc.org.au/publications/cprc-2020-data-and-technology-consumer-survey/.
36 Bessell S, 2021, Australia was a model for protecting people from COIVD-19 – and then we dumped half a million people 
back into poverty, The Conversation, https://theconversation.com/australia-was-a-model-for-protecting-people-from-covid-19-
and-then-we-dumped-half-a-million-people-back-into-poverty-165813
37 Klein N, 2007, The shock doctrine; The rise of disaster capitalism. Toronto: Alfred A. Knopf Canada 
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This unique time should also be a moment to examine the failures of traditional economic  
policy and regulation to deal adequately with how consumers actually behave, not just in  
theory, and the failure of markets to incorporate what consumers value but that doesn’t explicitly  
attract a price signal. We know many consumers want to make ethical purchasing decisions38 
but in reality this choice can be illusive. For example, consumers on low incomes, are often  
constrained to buy the cheapest (at point of sale) option because that is what they can afford. Many  
consumers also report wanting to make choices more in line with their values, but struggle to 
find accurate information to know if they are making the right decision.39 

Debate has been underway internationally about the need for the world to reset our approach 
to the governance of marketplaces, and take a broader lens when it comes to business  
responsibility. Major businesses and proponents of market-based approaches are now  
recognising that poor consumer treatment and the sidelining of non-shareholder interests  
pose a material risk to businesses bottom line. Leaders such as Klaus Schwab, the founder and  
chairman of the World Economic Forum, are among those reinvigorating the idea of  
‘stakeholder capitalism’ as an essential element of the WEF’s ‘Great Reset’ initiative. Schwab 
suggests that there is no alternative but to prioritise wider stakeholder interests, social and 
environmental needs in an age of ecological breakdown, fragile social systems, and highly  
concentrated, unequal economic growth. Stakeholder capitalism, it is argued, recognises 
that inequality can curtail productivity and economic growth and lead to economic instability.40  
However, we are yet, to see meaningful ways for this approach to become embedded and 
would require strong accountability mechanisms which integrate the views and expectations 
of consumers themselves.

With a community recovering from crisis, and a track record of poor business practice  
amplifying consumer vulnerability across Australia 41 – for which interventions have largely 
been paused due to the crisis – now is the time to ensure our policy settings build resilience, 
aid recovery and improve wellbeing. Failing to take a more nuanced and meaningful view 
about the experiences and activities which improve the lives of consumers risks us emerging 
from the pandemic a more fractured society scarred with deep inequalities.

Governments, businesses and civil society need to actively listen to the outcomes consumers 
value and need, as defined by consumers from private providers of essential and important 
services. To hold businesses to account when they fail to meet these needs and expectations 
and to reward public value creation 42 in markets such as energy, telecommunications and  
basic financial services that make our lives and experiences better. 

38 Iredale A, 2018, Are consumers as ethical as they say they are? CHOICE, published 16 march 2018 https://www.choice.com 
.au/shopping/everyday-shopping/ethical-buying-and-giving/articles/do-consumers-care-about-ethical-products
39 Richards H and Lusty N, 2020, Ethical fashion is confusing – even shoppers with good intentions get overwhelmed, The 
Conversation, https://theconversation.com/ethical-fashion-is-confusing-even-shoppers-with-good 
-intentions-get-overwhelmed-145935
40 Schwab K, 2020, ‘Capitalism must reform to survive: From shareholders to stakeholders’, Foreign Affairs, https://www.for-
eignaffairs.com/articles/2020-01-16/capitalism-must-reform-survive; Doumba M, ‘The great reset must place social justice at its 
centre’, World Economic Forum, https://www.weforum.org/platforms/covid-action-platform/articles/great-reset-must-place-social-
justice-centre; Stiglitz J, ‘Inequality and Economic Growth’ in Jacobs M and Mazzucato M (eds), 2016, Rethinking Capitalism: 
Economics and Policy for Sustainable and Inclusive Growth, The Political Quarterly, 2016, 134; Jacobs M and Mazzucato M, 
‘Rethinking capitalism: An introduction’ in Jacobs M and Mazzucato M (eds), Rethinking Capitalism: Economics and Policy for 
Sustainable and Inclusive Growth, The Political Quarterly, xiii.  
41 Royal Commission into Misconduct in the Banking, Superannuation and Financial Services Industry, Final Report, vol 1, 
Commonwealth of Australia, 2019
42 Moore M, 2017, Public admin explainer: What is public value? ANZSOG https://www.anzsog.edu.au/resource-library/ 
research/what-is-public-value 
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The changing needs and  
expectations of consumers today
The way we consume goods and services has changed significantly over recent decades.  
Supply chains have become more complex. The range of choice available to us has  
exploded. Consumers are expected to help moderate markets by exercising this choice.
Consumers have been able to access much cheaper goods from international suppliers.  
Digital platforms and marketplaces have offered new ways to search for, purchase and receive 
the goods we want and need. This chapter provides a summary of consumer experiences, the 
challenges of engaging with markets and digital platforms, and the emotional and mental toll 
that it takes on people. The purpose of the Consumer Index is to measure and understand how 
consumers feelwhich will inform policy and regulation. It is therefore important to understand  
consumers current experiences.

As the pace of technological advancements has increased, the frequency and diversity of 
touchpoints between consumers and markets has exploded. If we reflect to just 30 years ago 
and the kinds of products and services we consumed throughout a year and the ways we  
consumed them. There were fewer businesses or products engaged with (many essential 
services were delivered by a single government body) and they were a lot less complex, from 
supply chains to component parts, to physical aspects of the checkout or support services, and 
to the number of third parties involved. 

This has affected consumer experiences in many ways: 

• We have more product and service options than at any time in history. 

• We make more transactions than at any time in history. 

• The marketplace itself has evolved from being a single, physical space to a growing    
 number of fragmented marketplaces, often increasingly digital and multi-staged, involving  
 different sites for searching, comparing, choosing, switching and purchasing.   

• The volume of information that consumers are expected to digest to make informed choices  
 has become overwhelming, including privacy policies and terms and conditions of contracts.  

• The variety of payment methods available to make transactions is increasing.  

• We communicate with product and service providers through diverse channels – trending  
 towards lower-cost digital communication channels and the erosion of place-based and  
 phone-based services. 

It can often feel like businesses and consumers exist in parallel universes. Company  
executives talk about harnessing the power of innovation and new technology to delight  
consumers, and regulators focus on increasing competition, while consumers themselves come 
up against confusing choices, misleading marketing, impenetrable systems and not enough 
the time to make markets work for them or to try to put things right when they go wrong.    

Consumer Policy Research Centre – Towards a wellbeing approach to consumer policy in Australia 
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What Australian consumers are saying 

Before commencing a deeper analysis of consumer wellbeing, we wanted to first understand 
how Australian consumers themselves are perceiving and experiencing their interactions 
with businesses and markets today. Below we provide some early findings from qualitative  
research conducted in July and August 2021, and the available supplementary evidence that 
might shed further light on these findings. Things are changing for consumers, and it will be 
important for policymakers and regulators to stay abreast of these shifts if they are to design 
effective interventions. The full findings of this nationwide research will be released in 2022 as 
we dive deeper into the research findings.

1. Connected devices are essential and a gateway to getting  
anything done 

Our research found that while utilities, housing and healthcare remain essential for consumers,  
telecommunications and connected devices are more crucial to consumers than ever  
before.43 These devices are important not just to connect with friends and family, but to 
facilitate access to other essential services and their jobs. This connection was even more 
important for regional consumers who rely on mobile phones and the internet for information 
during emergencies.44 

  
“The internet is essential. Like the mobile phone and laptop – it’s about having 
that level of connectivity. Especially as we are working from home a bit more.”  
Male, Melbourne , middle to high income household

What consumers are describing is something which is affirmed by Australia’s growth in the 
consumption of connected devices and data-driven products and services: 70% of consumers 
use Google products daily, 59% use YouTube once a week and 58% use Facebook daily. In 
addition, 28% of respondents visited online shopping sites at least once a week and 81% are 
using internet connected devices.45 

43 CPRC, Consumer wellbeing unpublished research
44 CPRC, Consumer wellbeing unpublished research
45 CPRC, 2020, Data and Technology Consumer Survey, Consumer research conducted in partnership with Roy Morgan  
Research over March and April 2020
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Consumers value connectivity and the variety of information and services they can access 
online. However,  there is a growing disconnect between the positives gained by increased 
connectivity and the challenges due to the increased volume of complex information that they 
are being asked by companies to review, compare and interact with. Consumers also feel they 
are increasingly being forced to access support or information online, even if that is not their 
preferred approach or something they can easily do.  

“What I’ve been finding is that we’re being pushed to go online to contact  
companies. I’ve noticed in the last six months this has escalated more,  
companies saying ‘there’s a website, contact the website, or send an email.’  
You can’t talk to the company there and then. And that is frustrating.”  
Male, Regional NSW , aged over 50

 

2. Consumers are increasingly overloaded and overwhelmed by 
choice 

Consumers are feeling overwhelmed by the amount of choice available and the high volume 
of information and marketing surrounding purchase decisions. They report difficulty navigating 
information and feeling disconnected in an increasingly connected world.  

“I think it got easier in terms of going and getting things, but it’s harder mentally  
because you’ve got so much to choose from. So, I guess you get mentally tired  
looking at varieties of things and I don’t know, sometimes you end up getting the 
wrong things because there’s so many varieties and you might pick something  
that really you don’t need.” Female, Melbourne, middle to high income household 

Consumers also report valuing choice and enjoy the broad range of options available.  
However, information is frequently difficult to navigate without access to easy to understand 
and comparable information, and with too many choices it can make ‘being a consumer’ feel 
like a full-time job.

In many complex marketplaces, making an informed choice requires time, readily available,  
accessible and trusted information. Many consumers feel they need to become subject matter 
experts.46 This is evident by the time it takes to read standard terms and conditions. It takes 8 
hours 59 minutes to read Amazon Kindle’s terms and conditions, a total of 73,198 words.47 It 
is estimated it takes 30 days to read the privacy statements and terms and conditions of the 
websites an average American visits each year.48 And moreover, the simple fact is, the volume  
of choices that consumers are required to make in their daily lives has ballooned over the past  
two decades. In 2018, there are typically more than 230 generally available energy plans  

46 CPRC, Consumer wellbeing unpublished research
47 CHOICE, 2017, How long does it take to read Amazon Kindle’s terms and conditions, CHOICE, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=sxygkyskucA
48 Schwab P-N, 2018, 30 days to read privacy policies: constant fatigue will make GDPR ineffective, https://www.intotheminds.
com/blog/en/30-days-to-read-privacy-policies-consent-fatigue-will-make-gdpr-ineffective/
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in the Victorian residential energy market, 40,000 products available in the superannuation  
industry and more than 48,000 private health insurance policies currently in the market.49  
This reliance on consumer choice to effectively discipline the market is having real  
consequences. 

The energy required and emotional toll of needing to navigate the available options means 
many do not opt to make a choice and default to their current provider even if that is not the 
best outcome for them. Around 40% of Australian women and 30% of men report being often 
or always rushed or pressed for time.50 Women spend 2 hours 52 mins a day on domestic 
activities and 58 mins a day purchasing goods and services (men: 1 hour 37 mins and 38 
mins).51 Consumers should not then have to spend hours searching for information to make an 
informed choice.  

Consumers feel they are required to be on guard and to manage the level of information and 
marketing they are exposed to. They are being forced to manage and mitigate the risks of 
interacting with markets and making purchases, placing a lot of pressure onto consumers to 
make the right decision.52  

3. Being reduced to a number 

As a result of the complexity and vastness of organisations who hold customer information in 
automated and systematic ways, individuals often feel grouped, pigeon-holed and ‘reduced to 
a number’.  

“Sometimes you just feel like a number and not a real person. And because you 
can’t talk to a real person, it makes you feel more like you’re not a real person 
yourself sometimes.”  Female, Regional NSW, aged over 50

This reduction to a number creates feelings of disempowerment and a lack of identity.  
Consumers mourn the loss of human relationships with companies.53 They do not feel supported,  
with 29% of consumers who made a complaint to a financial service provider stating they  
encountered unhelpful staff, 28% felt they had not been listened to or heard, 22% felt they had 
not been taken seriously, and 22% felt they had been passed around to too many people or 
strung along.54 

Consumers report feeling frustrated, confused, stressed, and overwhelmed and they desired 
more from their relationship with companies. Participants in our research also expressed 
concern for those who cannot access or navigate the online space to engage with essential 
markets. 

Consumers reported feeling anxiety and added stress when dealing with companies,  
especially when something went wrong, and they struggled to contact the company or access 
support.
49 Martin Hobbs B, 2018, “But are they any good?’: The value of service quality information in complex markets, Consumer 
Policy Research Centre.
50 Duncan A, Gong C and Cassells R, 2011, Race against time - How Australians spend their time. AMP and NATSEM income 
and Wealth Report http://media.corporate-ir.net/media_files/IROL/21/219073/AMP_NATSEM_Income_&_Wealth_Report_Race_
against_time.pdf NB 2011 data
51 Duncan A, Gong C and Cassells R, 2011, Race against time - How Australians spend their time. AMP and NATSEM income 
and Wealth Report http://media.corporate-ir.net/media_files/IROL/21/219073/AMP_NATSEM_Income_&_Wealth_Report_Race_
against_time.pdf NB 2011 data
52 CPRC, Consumer wellbeing unpublished research  
53 CPRC, Consumer wellbeing unpublished research 
54 ASIC, 2018, The consumer journey through the internal dispute resolution process of financial service providers, produced by 
NATURE, https://download.asic.gov.au/media/4959291/rep603-published-10-december-2018.pdf
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 4. Consumers struggle to find reliable and trustworthy information 

Consumers look for reliable information to support a purchase decision and often this takes to 
the form of online reviews.55 AustraliaSCAN found that more than half of Australian consumers 
check reviews, and this has increased over the past four years.56

  
“There are so many products, but at the same time, you can jump online and  
look at how different people have had experiences with them.” Male, Melbourne,  
middle to high income household

Relying on online reviews does not come without risks, 65% of consumers say it is likely they 
read a fake online review in the past year.57 In addition, 2 out of 5 Australians were unable to 
distinguish between a paid-for ad and an organic search result conducted through Google’s  
search engine. Nearly a third (29%) of tertiary educated Australians had difficulty  
differentiating organic results from paid ads.58 

5. When things go wrong, consumers need better service and  
assistance 

It is estimated that it costs consumers $16.31 billion each year to deal with problems with 
the products and services they have purchased (2016).59  Approximately 3.2 million Australian  
adults had considered making a complaint to a financial service provider in the preceding  

55 CPRC, Consumer wellbeing unpublished research
56 Quantum’s AustraliaSCAN study. Sample: Representative sample of Australians, n=2,000 per year
57 CPRC, 2019, Online reviews: A guide not a gospel, https://cprc.org.au/publications/online-reviews-a-guide-not-a-gospel/ 
58 Daly A and Scardamaglia A, 2017, Profiling the Australian Google Consumer: Implications of Search Engine Practices for 
Consumer Law and Policy, Journal of Consumer Policy 40, no. 3, p.15 
59 Treasury, 2016, Australian Consumer Survey 2016, on behalf of Consumer Affairs Australia and New Zealand, https://con-
sumer.gov.au/consultations-and-reviews/australian-consumer-survey
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12 months, however, only 1.5 million adults actually made a complaint. Almost half (47%) of 
the people who decided not to complain did not proceed with their complaint because they did 
not think it would make a difference.60 

“My girlfriend’s got a cracked phone screen, and we had insurance on it, but it’s 
just such a process to use the insurance. They don’t give replacement phones 
anymore, and it’s been cracked for ages. I just don’t think we’ll ever bother taking 
it back, because she’d have to switch to an older, worse phone, and she doesn’t 
want to do it. So, I figure I would just never buy insurance again, because the  
insurance is just too difficult a product to use.” Male, Regional VIC, aged under 50

Almost one in five complainants (18%) to a financial services provider withdrew from the  
process before reaching a conclusion. The leading reasons for withdrawing were not receiving  
a conclusion after chasing up the firm (45%), after not hearing from the company for an  
extended period of time (40%), or after receiving a poor response and realising that continuing 
with the complaint was too difficult (30%).61  

6. Consumers want companies to take more responsibility for  
sustainable products and services 

Participants in our quantitative research reported feeling a sense of responsibility to make 
choices that are sustainable, as well as to fix problems themselves rather than the onus 
of responsibility being on the companies with the greater resources to take care of these 
things.62 This sense of responsibility is being compounded by consumers not feeling that they 
have sufficient information or control to make more sustainable choices. 

“I want to make ethical choices. I want the environment to be sustainable, but I’m 
not running a company and I’m not creating products. So how can I be the first 
point of responsibility? I can vote with my feet and vote with my money, but I think 
companies do have a responsibility, to be informed, to be equitable, to be  
sustainable.” Female, Regional VIC, aged under 50 

Many expressed frustration that it was easier to get a replacement than a repair and they 
feel companies actively discourage them from repairing items. This is exacerbated by the 
increased pace of technology in society, where attempting to fix something independently is 
not only difficult but they fear it may invalidate a warranty.63 

“I can’t think of anything that I’ve [not] replaced in the past 10 years, other than  
my car. Everything else - it breaks you throw it out. So much has built in  
obsolescence now, anyway, it’s just designed to fail.”  
Male, Sydney, low income household

60 ASIC, 2018, The consumer journey through the internal dispute resolution process of financial service providers, produced by 
NATURE, https://download.asic.gov.au/media/4959291/rep603-published-10-december-2018.pdf
61 ASIC, 2018, The consumer journey through the internal dispute resolution process of financial service providers, produced by 
NATURE, https://download.asic.gov.au/media/4959291/rep603-published-10-december-2018.pdf
62 CPRC, Consumer wellbeing unpublished research
63 CPRC, Consumer wellbeing unpublished research
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“Companies are just using sustainability as a marketing tool these days. You have 
to really look into each company to see how legitimate their claims are. It’s very 
difficult to ascertain if it’s a correct statement or not”  Western Australia, under 50

 

7. There is a perception that consumer law protections protect 
consumer safety, but distrust that firms will be held to account 

There are some positive perceptions reported by consumers, feeling they have protections for 
when things go wrong including product recall and consumer protections under the Australian 
Consumer Law.  And yet, more needs to be done to support consumers to understand their 
rights, with only 27% of consumers say they have an extremely or very good understanding of 
their rights when purchasing goods or services (2016).64 

“As a customer, I just think in this country we’re loaded with rights. If we don’t like 
something, we can take it back. If I don’t get what I want, I’ll take it back and I’ll 
say, “Listen, this is just not what I want.” I’ve never had a problem taking some-
thing back with any company.” Male, Regional NSW, aged over 50 

There is also distrust in enforcement and businesses being held to account, with only 42% 
of consumers believing that businesses who treat consumers unfairly will be adequately  
penalised (2016).65  Only 64% of consumers were confident about being able to buy products  
and services knowing that businesses will do the right thing and not mislead or cheat  
consumers (2016 – down from 71% in 2011).66 

64 Treasury, 2016, Australian Consumer Survey 2016, on behalf of Consumer Affairs Australia and New Zealand https://con-
sumer.gov.au/consultations-and-reviews/australian-consumer-survey
65 Treasury, 2016, Australian Consumer Survey 2016, on behalf of Consumer Affairs Australia and New Zealand https://con-
sumer.gov.au/consultations-and-reviews/australian-consumer-survey
66 Treasury, 2016, Australian Consumer Survey 2016, on behalf of Consumer Affairs Australia and New Zealand https://con-
sumer.gov.au/consultations-and-reviews/australian-consumer-survey

“It is companies, not little old me in my flat that are shaping the future. As one, I 
might make a murmur, but it’s companies and the government who have the real 
voice.” Queensland, Consumer living with a disability
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Where to next?
More is going on in the lives of consumers than we currently understand using traditional  
market performance metrics. In Part One we examine the impact of COVID-19 and how 
consumer expectations are rapidly evolving with the deployment of new technologies,  
products and services. Policy design must be more adaptive and responsive to the changing  
needs and experiences of Australian consumers as well as technological advancement,  
including how to regulate online marketplaces.  

Now is the time to look beyond - and supplement - the approaches that were implemented  
during the three decades after deregulation and opening up of the economy. We can, with  
the wide variety of data now available to us, more meaningfully understand the lived  
experiences of Australians and take steps to improve them through the active governance and 
stewardship of markets today. 

In Part Two we explore emergent approaches to better measure wellbeing in society and  
markets both internationally and locally. We also offer some early thinking about how to apply 
wellbeing approaches to consumer markets, including some major components for further  
investigation and research towards the development of a Consumer Index.
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