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Reimagining markets  
to create a better future 

for all consumers.
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CPRC is an independent, non-profit, consumer think-tank established 
with seed funding by the Victorian Government in 2016.

At CPRC we’re committed to doing this differently through our research. 
We listen to the expectations, hopes and experiences of consumers 
around Victoria and Australia. We amplify the bright ideas of consumers,  
leading thinkers, and bold advocates. We analyse public policy and 
business practices to identify the gabs, the leading practices, and  
opportunities for change.

Most importantly, we facilitate conversations that matter to build a  
stronger shared understanding across government, industry and 
the community sector about ways to improve the lives and welfare of  
consumers.

To find out more visit cprc.org.au

STATEMENT OF RECOGNITION

CPRC acknowledges the Traditional Custodians of the lands and waters 
throughout Australia. We pay our respect to Elders, past, present and 
emerging, acknowledging their continuing relationship to land and the 
ongoing  living cultures of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples 
across Australia.
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The past year has been one of immense challenge, requiring resilience and collaboration 
within CPRC and across the wider community to an unprecedented degree. Following the 
reorientation of our policy and research work in 2020 to focus on consumers’ experiences and 
outcomes during the pandemic, the Centre has maintained this focus, conscious that if we 
are to “build back better”, we need to have a solid understanding of where and what are the 
greatest needs.

During the past year CPRC set out to collect evidence about what’s really going on across 
the Australian community when it comes to consumers’ experiences with essential service  
providers and at the ‘digital checkout’. The evidence is clear: the pandemic has not affected all 
parts of our community equally, with some sectors having been disproportionately impacted.

For example, the September results from the Consumers and Covid-19: from crisis to recovery 
survey revealed a stark contrast in the experiences of renters and mortgage holders as they 
tried to maintain their financial, emotional and physical wellbeing during the pandemic. The 
research showed that renters suffered much higher financial stress and lacked the agency 
to make adjustments to their place of residence to accommodate working from home and 
home-schooling arrangements.

While we were responding to the immediate needs of both consumers and policymakers  
during the crisis, we also took the time to reflect on our impact during our first five years. 
As part of this process, we commissioned an independent assessment of the work we have 
undertaken so far to determine the extent to which it has influenced policy and practice and 
driven better consumer outcomes.

CHAIR’S ADDRESS

CPRC has maintained this focus,  
conscious that if we are to  
“build back better”, we need to have  
a solid understanding of where and  
what are the greatest needs.

 
” 

“



5 Consumer Policy Research Centre 2020/2021 Annual Report

Our independent Impact Report found that CPRC has evolved significantly since our  
inception in 2016. Over that time, we have transformed from a utilities-based advocacy  
centre into an important generalist consumer policy research centre that works closely with 
policymakers, regulators, academia, industry and the consumer-support ecosystem to develop  
evidence-based research that informs policy and practice.

This transition and the resulting impact have been made possible with the support of the  
Victorian Government, which provided the foundational quadrennial funding agreement, 
and which this year committed to continuing to support CPRC with a new agreement. This  
partnership, together with the support from our other funders, provides the strong foundation 
for CPRC to expand and continue to produce high-quality, relevant and impactful research and 
analysis to drive improved outcomes for Victorian consumers. As a result, this think tank is now 
well placed to enter the next four years with renewed purpose, energy and focus – tackling 
some of the biggest issues consumers will face both in the immediate and the long term.

This year, we said goodbye to one of the people who has been most influential and supportive 
in CPRC’s transition and success in establishing its new identity and role. Petrina Dorrington 
has been a Board member, Acting CEO and champion for consumers through her involvement 
with CUAC and then CPRC. We thank her for her wisdom, enthusiasm, positivity and energy 
which have been so important to the Board and CPRC team as a whole and wish her well in 
her new adventures. 

On behalf of the Board, I would also like to thank the Hon Melissa Horne MP, Minister  
for Consumer Affairs, and Ms Nicole Rich, Consumer Affairs Victoria Director, for their  
continued support engagement and commitment to CPRC and Victoria’s consumers. The  
investment by the Victorian Government in CPRC’s future underscores the ongoing  
commitment to consumer protection. It also ensures government is equipped with the most 
meaningful and accurate insights for policymakers, industry and the community sector  
regarding the consumer experiences of COVID-19 in Victoria and beyond.

Catherine Wolthuizen
Chair 
Consumer Policy Research Centre 
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As the effects of COVID-19 continue to flow through the community, the CPRC team  
demonstrated great agility in researching and providing insights into consumer experiences  
of the pandemic. Our research has helped to inform policy development and regulatory  
responses supporting consumers during these difficult times. 

We also continued the important work of putting forward meaningful frameworks that  
enable market stewards to better govern in the interests of the people they were meant to 
serve. Our Building Markets that Work for People report highlighted the experiences of older  
consumers in a proliferation of inaccessible marketplaces, often characterised by unfair  
products and services and lack of consideration for the limits of real-world decision-making.  
In our first online event hosted via The Wheeler Centre we fostered a public policy debate 
around the experiences of older consumers today in essential service markets and the urgent 
need for a more inclusive approach to policy development and service delivery, as well as the 
need for minimum safeguards.

In an era of fast-changing business models and the rush to online shopping and work, our 
research continued in digital markets, highlighting the need for economy-wide safeguards to 
protect consumers from unfair and exploitative practices. Our nationwide survey of Australian 
consumers underscored the gap between consumer expectations of protections in the digital 
economy, and the reality of our analogue policy framework.

Looking ahead, our work over the next three years will focus on four interlocking themes –  
consumer wellbeing, consumers in a digital world, markets that work for people, and consumer 

CEO’S ADDRESS

During this remarkable year, we  
continued the important work of putting 
forward meaningful frameworks that  
enable market stewards to better  
govern in the interests of the people  
they were meant to serve.” 

“
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empowerment and vulnerability. We look forward to building on the good work we have de-
livered so far in lending the weight of our research to the consumer voice, elevating the rec-
ognition and importance of the consumer experience to policymakers, government and major 
industry players.

The CPRC team have demonstrated their commitment, passion and agility throughout a year 
of significant change. We learned new ways of connecting and coming together – both remote-
ly and in person. Our values of collaboration, respect, effectiveness and curiosity have been 
core to us continuing to find new ways to connect, share ideas, and embed this in our work 
going forward. 

Wellbeing has not only been a feature of our work through the research we produce; it has also 
been central inside the workplace. I’m proud that CPRC has embarked on our first Health and 
Wellbeing Program to further support our people and our work over the coming years.

I would like to thank the Victorian Government for its continued commitment to consumers 
and the Centre over the coming four years, and to Consumer Affairs Victoria for our ongoing 
engagement. Lastly, thanks to the Board for its guidance, and wisdom in supporting CPRC to 
navigate through this challenging environment. In particular, I would like to acknowledge the 
efforts and commitment of outgoing Board Director and prior Acting CEO, Petrina Dorrington, 
who played an integral part in establishing CPRC. Petrina’s energetic, caring and proactive 
approach lives on in the organisation. Her leadership in putting people and the community first 
in everything will leave a lasting legacy. I speak on behalf of the whole CPRC team in thanking 
Petrina for her contributions over the years and wish her all the very best for the future.

Lauren Solomon
Chief Executive Officer
Consumer Policy Research Centre
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COLLECTIVE IMPACT

Research 
10 key reports and 12 submissions

•  5 Consumers and COVID-19 monthly Insights Reports

•  COVID-19 in review: CALD (Culturally and Linguistically Diverse) consumers

•  The Experiences of Older Consumers: towards markets that work for people

•  Picking Peaches: service quality in the Victorian energy market – a summary report

•  Data and Technology Consumer Survey 2020

•  Unfair Trading Practices in Digital Markets – Evidence and Regulatory Gaps

Community of changemakers

• Provided monthly snapshots of our research into the consumer experience during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, allowing policymakers and regulators to respond quickly to the 
changing conditions

•  Extended our outreach work to help vulnerable communities access the Victorian  
Government’s $250 Power Saving Bonus for offsetting higher energy costs due to the 
COVID-19 lockdowns

•  Strengthened our role as an Australian authority on the regulation of data and technology  
by producing research that highlights the consumer experience, influences policy and 
achieves fairer outcomes for consumers across the digital economy

• Contributed significant empirical and theoretical research into the consumer decision-making  
process within complex markets to assist policymakers, regulators, industry and those in 
the consumer-support ecosystem to reimagine and redesign markets that work better for 
people

• Launched our inaugural Consumer Policy Connect digital event, ‘Building markets that 
work for people’, which brought together a panel of experts from different sectors to  
discuss how to improve consumer outcomes, particularly for older Australians, and the role 
that market stewards play in the process.

• Received valuable insights and advice on emerging consumer issues from the CPRC  
Reference Group, which helped shape the direction and development of our research 
agenda.
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Amplifiers

Partnerships for impact
8 reports

Continued our partnership with Consumer Data Right Data Standards Body, providing  
qualitative research with consumer organisations and delivering four key reports to  
facilitate direct consumer input into the design of the Consumer Data Right regime:

• Stepping towards trust: Consumer Experience, Consumer Data Standards, and the 
Consumer Data Right (2020)

• Joint accounts & the Consumer Data Right (2020) 

• Vulnerability, capability, opportunity: Understanding consumer vulnerability as a key to  
unlocking benefit from the Consumer Data Right (2020)

• My data, my choices: Consumer consent & the Consumer Data Right (publication  
forthcoming)

Funded four academic research projects for consumer impact:

• Griffith Business School - Information Disclosure & Residential ‘Off the Plan’ Strata 
Sales Contracts. Stage 2 & 3 Report 

• LaTrobe University - Empowering older people in accessing aged care services in a 
consumer market. Project final report.

• University of Melbourne - Drawing Back the Curtain: Consumer Choice Online in a 
Data Tracking World

• University of Melbourne - What We See and What We Don’t: Protecting Choice for 
Online Consumers Policy Report

Collaborators and supporters
8 research partnerships continued: La Trobe University, Griffith University, University of 
Melbourne, RMIT University, Deakin University, Australian Human Rights Commission, Data 
Standards Body, University Technology Sydney (UTS).

7 new research partnerships established: Commissioner for Residential Tenancies,  
University of New South Wales, Monash University, Swinburne University, Essential Services 
Commission, Department of Health and Human Services, Department of Treasury and Finance. 

846
 mainstream media  

mentions  
(up 170% on the  

previous financial year)

8% 
increase in followers 

 on Twitter and 

39%  
increase in followers  

on LinkedIn

12 
newsletters and  
briefings in FY21

 (reaching an audience  
of 1080+ subscribers)
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CONSUMERS & COVID-19: FROM CRISIS TO  
RECOVERY

When COVID-19 arrived in 2020, we quickly anticipated the need for timely, accurate and 
robust evidence about the challenges consumers were facing. We rolled out a major  
six-month research initiative which included a monthly nationwide consumer survey,  
collecting and analysing the experiences, behaviours, expectations and challenges of  
Australians from May to October 2020. 
 
This resulted in our foundation report, Consumers and COVID-19: From crisis to recovery, 
which we published at the end of FY20 (June), and five monthly Insights Reports focusing  
on standout groups, with spotlights on sectors including rental housing, energy,  
telecommunications and insurance. The Insights Reports covered the following topics:

• June – highlighted the need to move quickly to keep consumers connected to essential  
services, build an understanding of lived consumer experience research and deliver  
collaborative responses.

• July – revealed evidence of growing numbers of young people in debt.

• August – found that telecommunications providers delivered worse service, which  
disproportionately impacted consumers living with disability.

• September – highlighted the different COVID-19 experiences of renters and mortgagors.

• October – explored trend data from May to October, again highlighting the growing debts 
and difficulties of young people.

• March – evidence that  CALD communities have been disproportionately impacted due to 
greater financial stress and poor industry practices.

The monthly reports included recommendations for policymakers and were widely used by 
stakeholders, enabling advocacy efforts and influencing policy as the pandemic evolved. 

We presented to government, regulators and commissions on consumers’ concerns in accessing  
essential products and services during COVID-19. We also provided businesses within  
various sectors,independent insight into consumers’ concerns to hel them better understand 
the impact of the pandemic on their customers. 

Consumer advocacy organisations stated that our COVID-19 work meant they were better 
informed and able to use the evidence base in the monthly reports, combined with client  
stories, to advocate more effectively for consumers. Consumer Action Law Centre, for  
example, used the research to support their advocacy on payday lending reforms, responsible 
lending reforms and reforms to the telecommunications sector.

In our COVID-19 in review series, we delved into trends across sectors. The first of these  
reports is COVID-19 In Review: Culturally and Linguistically Diverse consumers (March 2021); 
further reports will be released in the next financial year.

We are proud of this research initiative, which involved the full CPRC research and policy team 
of Andrew Thomsen, Emma O’Neill, Ben Martin Hobbs and Lauren Solomon. 
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Submissions
We made 3 submissions to reviews and inquiries, based on our Consumers and COVID-19 
research:

• Submission on the National Consumer Credit Protection Amendment (Supporting  
Economic Recovery) Bill 2020 

• Submission to the Consumer Safeguards Review Part C: Choice and Fairness (September 
2020)

• Submission to the Inquiry into the Victorian Government’s Response to the COVID-19 
Pandemic 

Research Services
As part of our COVID-19 research program, we were commissioned by three government  
departments and agencies to provide additional insights about the consumer experience 
of COVID-19 through dedicated survey modules for the Essential Services Commission,  
Department of Health and Human Services Victoria (now Department of Families, Fairness 
and Housing), and Department of Finance and Treasury (Australian Government). 

Engagement
Engagement on COVID-19 during the year involved:

• Presentations to the Essential Services Commission, Department of Treasury and Finance,  
Department of Health and Human Services (now Department of Families, Fairness and 
Housing)

• Presentations on the findings from our COVID-19 In Review: Culturally and Linguistically 
Diverse consumers report to Good Shepherd (May 20)

• Ongoing engagement with the Victorian Government agencies such as Consumer  
Affairs Victoria; Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning; Better Regulation  
Victoria; and the Commissioner for Residential Tenancies.



Consumer Policy Research Centre 2020/2021 Annual Report12

Lots of people can comment on markets from an economic perspective, but  
sometimes a market appears to be operating well, but is not generating good 
outcomes from a consumer perspective. CPRC is not just interested in the market 
operating well on its own terms but in outcomes for consumers. It’s hugely  
valuable to have that voice.

 – Former Australian Human Rights Commissioner, Ed Santow” 

“
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MARKET GOVERNANCE
We undertake research that provides a solid evidence base for policymakers,  
regulators, businesses and community sector organisations so they can reimagine and 
redesign markets to work better for people.

Impact

• Thought leadership: Proposed a new framework for market stewardship framework to 
support policymakers, regulators and industry improve outcomes for older consumers in 
essential markets.

• Evidence-based policy change: Using our research, advocated for disclosure of quality 
ratings of home care service providers to via the Aged Care Royal Commission, which 
were later adopted in final recommendations.

• Connected: Stimulated evidenced-based policy discussion regarding the experiences of 
older Australian in markets today, connecting regulators, policymakers, advocates and in-
dustry participants in our first online Policy Connect event.

• Translated: Facilitated, funded and connected leading academic consumer research to 
relevant policy processes in relation to: information disclosure in off-the-plan sales; em-
powering older people in aged care services; service quality indicators in the Victorian 
energy market; and online consumer reviews.

Reports 
We released 2 reports covering a number of markets:

The Experiences of Older Consumers: Towards markets that work for people (July 2020)

This report draws together consolidated insights into the common experiences of older  
people across essential and important consumer markets, such as in-home care and retirement  
villages, residential energy, finance and telecommunications markets. It also discusses  
strategies to help policymakers bring about markets that work for people.

Picking Peaches: Service quality in the Victorian energy market (August 2020)

This report provides a summary of the findings of a collaborative research project with RMIT 
University’s Behavioural Business Lab that sought to understand what aspects of customer 
service consumers considered most important in the context of the Victorian energy market.
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Submissions
We made 4 submissions across a range of regulation reviews and inquiries: 

• Submission to the Aged Care Royal Commission interim report (July 2020)

• Submission to the Consumer Safeguards Review Part C: Choice and Fairness (September 
2020)

• Submission on the exposure draft of the Competition and Consumer (Industry Codes – 
Unit Pricing) Regulations (June 2021)

• Submission on the Essential Services Commission’s Draft Vulnerability Strategy 

Grants and Partnerships
4 grants and partnerships

Information disclosure in off-the-plan housing sales with Griffith University

We completed a project in partnership with Griffith University, examining information disclosure 
in relation to residential ‘off the plan’ sales contracts. The project uncovered the demographics  
of off-the-plan buyers and provided ground-breaking quantitative and qualitative research 
on consumer experiences of information disclosure and choice in this complex market. The  
findings were published by Griffith Business School in Information Disclosure & Residential 
‘Off the Plan’ Strata Sales Contracts. Stage 2 & 3 Report.

Choice for older Australians with La Trobe University 

We continued our partnership with La Trobe University on a project examining ways to  
empower older people in accessing aged care services in a consumer market. The project 
sought to identify barriers and facilitators when making choices; recommend strategies at the 
local and national level to reduce the digitaldivide and support older people make informed 
choices; and identify the limitations of the existing regulatory and policy framework. The  
project’s findings were published by La Trobe University in Empowering older people in  
accessing aged care services in a consumer market: Project final report.

Service quality and consumer decision-making with the RMIT University Behavioural 
Business Lab

We partnered with the RMIT Behavioural Business Lab on a project exploring the impact of 
service quality measures on consumer decision-making in the energy market. The project  
sought to understand what aspects of customer service consumers considered most  
important in the context of the Victorian energy market, and also drew in policymakers,  
regulators and industry. The research findings were published in Picking Peaches: Service 
Quality in the Victorian Energy Market – a summary report. 
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Online consumer reviews with University of Technology Sydney (UTS)

In collaboration with UTS, we conducted a consumer survey to explore consumer attitudes to, 
and reliance upon, online consumer reviews when making purchasing decisions. The responses  
revealed a widespread reliance by consumers on online reviews and difficulties separating 
fact from fiction, particularly in the context of the increasing ubiquity of star ratings and the  
growth of pay-per-review industries. UTS discussed the findings in a scholarly article titled  
‘Who doesn’t read online consumer reviews, and why?’ The article will be published in  
Personality and Individual Differences in September 2021, marking the first time an article 
based on CPRC research will be published in a peer-reviewed academic journal.

Major Online Event
  
Building markets that work for people

We were delighted to launch our inaugural Consumer Policy Connect digital event on 3 July 
2020 in partnership with The Wheeler Centre. This half-day online forum brought together  
experts from different sectors to share their thoughts on how to improve outcomes for  
consumers, and what the role of market stewards should be across different sectors.

We heard national and global perspectives on the experiences of older people across consumer  
markets such as home care, retirement villages, energy and other essential services, and how 
COVID-19 has amplified the challenges they face in accessing those markets. Panellists also 
discussed how we move towards markets that work for people in a post-COVID world.

The keynote address was delivered by CPRC’s Senior Research and Policy Manager Ben 
Martin Hobbs. Other speakers included:

• Katie Alpin, Interim CEO, Money and Mental Health Policy Institute

• Gerard Mansour, Commissioner for Senior Victorians 

• Sarah Edmondson, Head of Behavioural Research and Policy, ASIC 

• Kirsty Nowlan, Co-chair, EveryAGE Counts Campaign 

• Ian Yates, CEO, COTA Australia

• Manisha Amin, CEO, Centre for Inclusive Design

• Catriona Lowe, Board Member, Australian Energy Regulator

Feedback on the event from the 65 attendees was overwhelmingly positive and we look  
forward to running more events in our Consumer Policy Connect Series during FY22.
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Engagement and advisory roles
During the year in our Market Governance research stream, we engaged with:

• Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC) Consumer Consultative  
Committee

• Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA) Consumer Consultative Forum

• Australian Energy Regulator (AER) Energy Made Easy Consumer Consultative Panel

• AER Vulnerability Strategy Reference Group

• Essential Services Commission Vulnerability Strategy Reference Group

• Energy and Water Ombudsman Victoria Consumer Consultation Group

• Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning (DELWP) Building Consumer  
Protection Advisory Group

• Origin Customer Advisory Panel

• Telstra CEO Consumer Roundtable

• Victorian Government Building Reform Expert Advisory Panel

• Victorian Legal Services Board Consumer Advisory Committee
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DATA AND TECHNOLOGY

In parallel to the broader consumer policy landscape changes caused by COVID-19, our 
data and technology focus for FY21 has been on producing research that contributes to 
policy and achieves fairness, safety and inclusion for all consumers across the digital 
economy.

As data-driven innovation and markets expand and evolve rapidly, regulation and policy have 
struggled to keep pace. Much of our work over the past year has therefore focused on the 
importance of a modern, economy-wide protection framework in Australia – informing policy-
makers about real-world consumer experiences of digital markets and shining a spotlight on 
the regulatory gaps.

Impact  

• Thought leadership: Highlighted significant regulatory and policy gaps enabling unfair 
practices in digital markets to thrive in a new briefing paper with Dr Katherine Kemp. 

• Robust evidence base: Delivered a new evidence base for policymakers and regulators 
into the current attitudes and behaviours of Australian consumers in relation to data and 
digital marketplaces.

• Partnered: Produced a groundbreaking new cross-disciplinary technical paper exploring 
bias in algorithmic decision-making with the Australian Human Rights Commission. 

• Translated: Facilitated, funded and connected leading academic consumer research to 
relevant policy processes in relation to: consumer profiling, data collection sharing and use 
and emerging harms for consumers in online shopping.

Report
CPRC 2020 Data and Technology Consumer Survey Report

This was one of our key pieces of research for FY21 and followed up on our 2018 Consumer 
Data and the Digital Economy report. In partnership with Roy Morgan Research, we surveyed 
1,000 Australian consumers between March and April 2020 about their behaviours and attitudes  
towards digital marketplaces, including data practices and privacy. Key findings included:

• Consumers have a high use of, and reliance upon, data-driven products and services.

• Most consumers do not feel comfortable about how their personal information is handled.
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• Privacy policies do not help consumers to make informed choices nor provide them with 
genuine choice or control.

• Consumers believe government has an important responsibility to ensure that consumers 
are protected.

• Urgent reforms to laws are needed to protect consumers’ privacy and ensure their data is 
used safely and fairly.

We submitted the research report to the Attorney-General’s Department as part of the current 
review of the Privacy Act. Stakeholder feedback indicated that our findings helped to inform 
the Data Availability and Transparency Bill 2020 and guide data use within the public sector.

Submissions 
A total of 6 submissions across various regulatory agencies and reviews:

• Australian Treasury consultation on Consumer Data Right (CDR) Rules relating to joint 
accounts and peer-to-peer data access for the energy sector (May 2021)

• Australian Attorney-General’s Department Privacy Act Review Issues Paper (December 
2020)

• Office of the National Data Commissioner’s consultation on the Data Availability and  
Transparency Bill 2020 Exposure Draft (November 2020)

• ACCC CDR Rules Expansion Amendments Consultation Paper (November 2020)

• Australian Treasury consultation on CDR Legislative Amendments (October 2020)

• ACCC CDR Energy Rules Framework Consultation Paper (August 2020)

Research Services
1. CDR Data Standards Body – consumer and community sector research and  
engagement project

CPRC’s research work for the CDR Data Standards Body continued throughout the year. 
In line with our research services agreement, we delivered four reports aimed at expanding 
how the Data Standards Body consults consumer advocates and community organisations to 
inform standards development, and providing community-informed advice on how the Data 
Standards can be strengthened or augmented tofacilitate simple, informed, and trustworthy 
data sharing experiences that provide consumers with positive outcomes over the short and 
long term.

Report 1, Stepping towards trust: Consumer Experience, Consumer Data Standards, and 
the Consumer Data Right (2020), covered a review of the Data Standards and Guidelines,  
focusing on how well they deliver on consumer needs and expectations. 

Report 2, Joint accounts & the Consumer Data Right (2020), covered views and experiences  
of consumer advocates and the community sector to identify where the standards and  
guidelines might be augmented to facilitate joint account data sharing that is safe and inclusive 
for all consumers. 
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Report 3, Vulnerability, capability, opportunity: Understanding consumer vulnerability as a key 
to unlocking benefit from the Consumer Data Right (2021), highlighted the potential for CDR 
to support those experiencing vulnerability and established a comprehensive knowledge base 
for CDR stakeholders to consider this topic. It also provided CDR with opportunities and tools 
for understanding and tackling vulnerability, as well as ways to support those experiencing 
vulnerability.

The fourth and final report, My data, my choices: Consumer consent & the Consumer Data 
Right, will be released in the second half of 2021.

2. CPRC and UNSW research and policy briefing – addressing unfair trading practices 
in digital markets in reforms to the Australian Consumer Law

As part of our strong support for the prohibition of unfair trading practices in Australia, we  
published a research and policy briefing advocating for reforms to the Australian Consumer  
Law that would address gaps in the existing regulation and better protect consumers from 
harm in digital markets. The briefing, titled Unfair Trading Practices in Digital Markets:  
Evidence and regulatory gaps (December 2020), was prepared in collaboration with Dr  
Katherine Kemp, recipient of the 2020 UNSW Law Impact and Engagement Fellowship, and 
references the findings of our 2020 Data and Technology Consumer Survey (see above).

In addition to receiving coverage in the Australian Financial Review, the briefing was subject 
to significant corporate and government engagement throughout the year.

Grants and Partnerships
We partnered on two projects totalling $125,762

1. Exploring bias in algorithmic decision-making with the Australian Human Rights 
Commission (AHRC)

• CPRC’s partnership with the AHRC and other project partners CHOICE, Data61 and The 
Gradient Institute culminated in November 2020 with the publication of a ground-breaking 
technical paper – Using artificial intelligence to make decisions: Addressing the problem 
of algorithmic bias. The paper was the outcome of an experiment to better understand 
how algorithmic bias can negatively impact consumers, and offers guidance for companies 
to ensure that when they use artificial intelligence, their decisions are accurate, fair and  
comply with their human rights obligations.
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2. Consumer Anonymity Measuring Project

Stages 2 and 3 of this research partnership with the University of Melbourne were completed 
during 2020–21, with the publication of two research reports:

• The first, Drawing Back the Curtain: Consumer Choice Online in a Data Tracking World, 
explores the ways in which consumer profiling and target advertising occurs online and 
how this impacts consumers. 

• The second, What We See and What We Don’t: Protecting Choice for Online Consumers 
Policy Report, outlines the law reform and policy responses available to address the poten-
tial harms to consumers when shopping online.

Engagement and advisory roles
Contributed and participated in 7 advisory bodies, roundtables and panels: 

• National Data Advisory Council

• Prime Minister and Cabinet Digital Experts Advisory Panel

• Consumer Data Standards Banking Advisory Committee

• Consumer Data Standards Energy Advisory Committee 

• ACCC Consumer Consultative Committee

• ACMA Consumer Consultative Forum

• Telstra CEO Consumer Roundtable
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EDUCATION & TRAINING – ENERGY SIMPLIFIED
During FY21, our Energy Simplified program continued its dual role of educating and 
training consumers to take control of their energy bills, and providing policy makers 
with information to help them understand and respond to consumers’ needs.

We continued to update our Energy Info Hub website with simple and effective information to 
help people with their energy bills. In the past year we added three new videos, one promoting 
the Victorian Energy Compare price comparison website, a ‘how to guide’ on using Victorian 
Energy Compare and a guide to reading energy bills. The site attracted 10,000 new users and 
had over 14,500 page views.

Impact

• Directly reduced energy costs for Victorian consumers: Delivered $750,000 of  
reduced energy bills through Victorian Government Power Saving Bonuses to consumers 
experiencing vulnerability. 

• Empowered: Community workers via 130 energy webinars, with 89% reporting confidence 
to support energy consumers with bills, concessions, saving energy and getting better  
energy plans.

• Evidence-based policy and regulatory analysis: Consumer research and insights 
on-the-ground from outreach activities delivered directly to regulator in partnership with 
Monash University.

Projects
We developed and implemented 5 projects:

The Energy Information for Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (CALD) project involved  
partnering with the Victorian Government and AusNet Services to deliver evidence-based, 
tailored, energy information to the Vietnamese and Iraqi communities. The information was 
translated to enable those consumers to better understand and manage their energy bills.

The Power Saving Bonus Community Outreach project involves working with the Victorian  
Government to help three hard to reach cohorts (CALD communities, older people and  
people with a disability) access the $250 Power Saving Bonus to help with the additional 
cost of energy during the COVID lockdown. Providing low-income households with energy  
affordability information and collecting insights into how the energy market is performing for 
everyday households. Once complete, we will share this information with policy makers to  
improve the consumer experience.

The Energy Simplified project, in partnership with the Victorian Government, delivered  
webinars for households and community workers to help consumers access the protections 
and support available to help them manage their energy costs during the pandemic.



Consumer Policy Research Centre 2020/2021 Annual Report22

The Consumer Outreach and Engagement Project, in partnership with AusNet Services, 
supported households and community workers in the AusNet Services distribution area with 
independent, expert energy information to help households understand and take control of 
their bills.

Energy Market Qualitative Insights Reporting provided four quarterly qualitative reports to 
the Essential Services Commission on the experiences of consumers in the energy market. 
For this project we partnered with Monash University.

Reports
We produced 4 reports:

• Evaluation report for the Victorian Government on the findings from the Energy Information 
for Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (CALD) project.

• Four quarterly insights reports delivered to the Essential Services Commission on consumer  
experiences in the energy market.

• Evaluation report for AusNet Services on the Consumer Outreach and Engagement  
Project.

• Evaluation report for the Victorian Government on the pilot of the Power Saving Bonus 
Community Outreach project.

The approach that the CPRC has taken with respect to this Culturally and Linguistically  
Diverse (CALD) communication project is truly world-class. It’s not often enough that 
we have the opportunity to collaborate on projects with organisations that take the 
time and care necessary to understand their audience, identify the objective of their  
campaign and undertake proper engagement with the community prior to the  

development of communications material for CALD audiences. 

– Costa Vasili, EthnoLink Language Services CEO ” 

“
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Outreach and Engagement

• 130 energy webinars for households and community workers reaching 1,270 participants.

• More than $725,000 worth of Power Saving Bonus payments delivered to hard-to-
reach, vulnerable communities on behalf of the Department of Environment, Land, Water 
and Planning (DELWP).

• 23 engagement events delivered by our Arabic and Vietnamese community leaders to 
314 participants as part of the Energy Information for Culturally and Linguistically Diverse 
(CALD) project. We also engaged with the Vietnamese community through SBS radio, and 
the Arabic speaking community through a podcast.

www.energyinfohub.org.au

 فهم 
الطاقة

بدعم من

الأسئلة الشائعة 

ما هي خصومات الدفع في الوقت المحدد؟

تحتوي بعض عروض الطاقة على خصومات عند التسديد في 
الوقت المحدد، مما يقلل من التكلفة الإجمالية للفاتورة عندما 

تدفع فاتورتك ضمن تاريخ الاستحقاق. الخصومات لا تعني دائماً 
أنك ستحصل على أرخص فاتورة. بعض من أرخص عروض الطاقة 
لا تتضمن خصومات التسديد في الوقت المحدد - فهي مجرد تبدأ 

بأسعار طاقة رخيصة.

فقط اختر عروض الطاقة مع خصم على الدفع في الوقت 
المحدد إذا كنت تعتقد أنك ستتمكن دائماً من الدفع بحلول تاريخ 
الاستحقاق. إذا لم يكن الأمر كذلك، فاختر عرض طاقة لا يتضمن 

الخصومات.  

عقد الطاقة

بمجرد اختيار شركة لشراء طاقتك منها، فإنك 
تدخل في عقد لدفع ثمن الطاقة التي توفرها 

لمنزلك. 

يحدد العقد:
الثمن الذي ستدفعه مقابل الطاقة  	
ما هي مدة عقدك 	
ما إذا كان يتوجب عليك دفع رسوم إنهاء  	

لوقف الاشتراك خلال فترة العقد 
كم مرة ترسل إليك فاتورتك وكيف  	

يمكنك  الدفع ) الخصم المباشر أو
BPay أو عبر مكتب البريد(

فواتير الطاقة

يمكنك الحصول على فواتير شهرية 
أو ربع سنوية للكهرباء وفواتير نصف 
شهرية للغاز. هناك معلومات مهمة 

 في فاتورتك. 
للحصول على نصائح حول كيفية قراءة 
فاتورتك - راجع  صحيفة حقائق قراءة 

الفاتورة. يقلق الجميع بشأن فواتير 
الطاقة من وقت لآخر. لدى حكومة 
ولاية فيكتوريا ضوابط لمساعدة أي 

شخص متعثر في تسديد فواتيره. 
لمزيد من المعلومات، راجع صحيفة 

الحقائق الخاصة بصعوبة التسديد.

نهاية العقد

إذا لم تقم بأي شيء في نهاية عقدك، 
فسيتم وضعك تلقائياً في عرض 

ولاية فيكتوريا الاساسي - وهو السعر 
الحكومي للكهرباء. بدلًا من ذلك، 

يمكنك الذهاب إلى موقع "مقارنة 
طاقة ولاية فيكتوريا" لمعرفة ما إذا 

كان هناك عرض طاقة أرخص لك.

compare.energy.vic.gov.au

لقد اشتركت مع شركة طاقة، 
ما الذي أحتاج إلى معرفته؟

كيف سأعرف إذا ما تغيرت أسعار الطاقة؟

يمكن لشركات الطاقة زيادة أسعار طاقتك مرة واحدة فقط في 
السنة.  يجب أن تخبرك شركة الطاقة بأي تغيرات في الأسعار، قبل 

خمسة أيام على الأقل من قيامهم بتغيير أسعارك.  إذا لم تكن 
راضياً عن الأسعار الجديدة، فقارن الأسعار بحثاً عن شيء أرخص.
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CPRC Produced 12 newsletters and briefings in FY20  

reaching an audience of 1086  

(an increase of 29% over the previous year).

AMPLIFYING THE CONSUMER VOICE

1338  
followers  

(an increase  
of 8% since FY20)

144  
mentions

12,555,000  
impressions

471  
followers 

(an increase of 39% 
since FY20)

9313 
 impressions/ 
engagement

Social Media

170% increase  
in media presence from the previous year

print  
mentions

38

broadcast  
mentions

305

online mentions  
(News and Features)

773
Mainstream Media

Newsletter



Consumer Policy Research Centre 2020/2021 Annual Report25



Consumer Policy Research Centre 2020/2021 Annual Report26

THE CPRC BOARD
CPRC discharges its responsibilities as an independent research organisation in a transparent  
and accountable manner. CPRC’s commitment to accountability is supported by our  
governance and management structures and our internal systems and processes.

The CPRC Board has been integral to the governance and management of CPRC, including: 
setting its strategic direction; monitoring progress towards achievement of outcomes; and, 
being accountable for CPRC on behalf of the community.

The Board is made up of longstanding Directors with diverse skills and experience.

Over the reporting period 1 July 2020 to 30 June 2021, the CPRC Board of Directors  
comprised:

Catherine Wolthuizen, Chair

Catherine is the Chair of the CPRC Board. She brings her  
considerable experience as a consumer advocate and ombudsman 
to the role of Chair of the CPRC. She is the Independent Customer  
Advocate at NAB, where her role includes making decisions about 
complex and sensitive complaints and advising on how to improve 
complaints handling and the customer experience. She is also an 
Ombudsman at the Financial Ombudsman Service (FOS) in the 
UK, where she has made decisions in around 2,500 cases, and an  
independent consumer representative to the Financial Ombudsman 
Service in Australia. She was also previously Head of Market Affairs 
at FOS UK, leading external engagement for that organisation. She 
has had senior roles in two Australian consumer organisations and is a  
former chair of the Consumer Federation of Australia. As well as  
running a human rights legal NGO and the UK’s whistle-blower 
NGO, she was a member of the Legal Services Consumer Panel in  
England and has recently been appointed to the Legal Services Board in  
Victoria. 

Dr David Cousins AM, Deputy Chair

David is the Deputy Chair of the CPRC Board. He is an economist with 
an extensive background in consumer policy and regulation through 
university studies and teaching, government and regulatory positions 
and consulting. As Director of Consumer Affairs Victoria (2002-2008), 
David strongly promoted the importance of soundly-based consumer 
policy research. He has a strong interest in ethical investment as Chair 
of the Board of Directors of Uniting Ethical Investors (UEthical). In 2009 
David was made a Member of the Order of Australia in recognition of 
his services to consumer policy and its administration in Australia.
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Maree Davidson AM, Director

Maree provides consultancy services and project management across  
strategic communications and planning, change management,  
business development and marketing.  Maree is also a Member of  
National Coalition Against Bullying (NCAB), Chair of the Advisory  
Committee for the Fellowship for Indigenous Leadership and a Board 
Member of Fitted for Work.

Petrina Dorrington, Director

Petrina Dorrington brings extensive experience in not-for-profit  
leadership roles to CPRC’s Board. Petrina was Executive Director of 
Kids Under Cover for 10 years and served on their board for a further  
six. She also has been CEO of the Inland Queensland Tourism 
and Development Board and General manager of the Melbourne  
International Film Festival. Petrina is currently a Board member of the 
Royal Children’s Hospital, and volunteers as a mentor for the Lord 
Mayors Charitable Foundation’s Youth in Philanthropy program.

Prof Helen Dickinson, Director

Helen Dickinson is Professor of Public Service Research and  
Director of the Public Service Research Group at the School of  
Business, University of New South Wales, Canberra.  Her expertise  
is in public services, particularly in relation to topics such as  
governance, leadership, commissioning and priority setting and  
decision-making.  Helen has published eighteen books and over sixty 
peer-reviewed journal articles on these topics and is also a frequent  
commentator within the mainstream media.  She is co-editor of the  
Journal of Health, Organisation and Management and Australian  
Journal of Public Administration.  Helen is also a board member of 
the Consumer Policy Research Centre. In 2015 Helen was made a  
Victorian Fellow of the Institute of Public Administration Australia 
and she has worked with a range of different levels of government,  
community organisations and private organisations in Australia, UK, 
New Zealand and Europe on research and consultancy programmes.
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THE CPRC TEAM

Our people bring a diverse range of skills and expertise to CPRC’s mission as a consumer 
think tank and from areas such as public policy, regulation, law reform, consumer engagement 
and outreach, psychology and social policy. 

They are curious, committed and collaborative, working together to solve complex policy  
challenges and building shared understanding of the benefits and risks of various approaches 
to consumer policy and impact change.

CEO
Lauren Solomon

Research and Policy
Andrew Thomson, Ben Martin Hobbs, Emma O’Neill, Nina Lewis 

Communications
Cara King, Neheda Barakat, Sian Kilgour

Consumer Education and Engagement
Cameron Chrome, Diana Sulaiman, Josephine Ng, Karl Barratt , Lori Kawasaki , Phuong Bui, 
Yasin Hasan

Administration and Finance
Claire Rizzo, Gillian Jervis, Kaye Bratetich, Zita van Zanten

CPRC REFERENCE GROUP

The CPRC Reference Group provides valuable insights and advice that help shape the  
direction and development of the CPRC research agenda. Its members are thought-leading 
experts who bring a wealth of experience in emerging consumer issues relating to current 
research, business practice or government policy reform and regulation. We are grateful for 
their guidance over the past year, and we warmly thank them for their time, experience and 
generosity. 

2021 members:

•  Delia Rickard (ACCC)

•  Prof Allan Fels AO (University of Melbourne)

•  Dr Manisha Amin (Centre for Inclusive Design)

•  Kate Symons (Essential Services Commission)

•  Philip Cullum (Consumer Consultant)

•  Margery Clark (ANZ)

•  Drew MacRae (Financial Rights Legal Centre)

•  Gavin Dufty (St Vincent De Paul Society Victoria)
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