Reducing harm from economic
abuse in electricity services

Economic abuse is recognised as a form of abuse in the Family Violence Act 2018. It involves sabotaging,
exploiting, or restricting access to another person’s financial resources, and impeding their economic autonomy.

Family violence is a concerning and growing issue in Aotearoa. It is estimated to cost the country up to $7 billion
each year?, and reported cases reflect only around one third of actual incidents. Family violence happens to

people of all demographics and at all social-economic levels.

Behaviours associated with economic abuse include restricting money, damaging property, preventing someone
from working, manipulating how much child support is owed, forcing someone into debt, or taking out debt in
their name without their consent or knowledge. Some actions, like forging a signature on a loan document, are
fraudulent and are serious criminal offences. Economic abuse of all kinds is complex and forms a pattern of

coercive and controlling behaviour.
Abuse causes harm. In this guidance ‘abuse’ means an action taken, and ‘harm’ is the impact it has on someone.

Resources to support electricity retailers’ understanding of economic abuse and harm from family violence can be
found at https://qoodshepherd.org.nz/qet-support/our-services/family-violence-economic-harm/

1 The Centre for Family Violence and Sexual Violence Prevention, 2023. https://preventfvsv.govt.nz/assets/Resources/Briefing-to-the-
Incoming-Minister-BIM-November-2023.pdf
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https://goodshepherd.org.nz/get-support/our-services/family-violence-economic-harm/

The electricity industry already recognises the importance of protecting customers experiencing vulnerability,
particularly those who are medically dependent or facing financial hardship. Vulnerability should also be
understood to include customers at risk of, or who are experiencing, family violence. ERGANZ members are
committed to strengthening internal capability to identify and respond appropriately to these situations.

There is a direct connection between electricity services and customer safety and wellbeing. Electricity retailers’
operational systems, policies, and day-to-day processes can directly and indirectly affect people experiencing
family violence.

When routine business practices are inflexible or have not been designed with safety in mind, they can
unintentionally enable coercive and controlling behaviour that can cause or inflict harm. In this way, electricity
products and services are not neutral—they can be weaponised or used in unintended ways to cause or
exacerbate harm. When this is understood, electricity retailers are in a unique position to prevent, reduce, or
address harm. For customers affected by family violence, interactions with essential services such as electricity
can be especially fraught. People may be mischaracterised as “non-responsive”, “high risk”, “non-compliant”, or
“bad debtors”, when their situation is in fact shaped by the abusive actions of another party.

Retailers that are aware when customers are experiencing family violence are better able to respond with
flexibility and care. They can play a meaningful role in reducing stress and harm for affected customers. Small
adjustments in approach can make a significant difference to safety, dignity, and wellbeing.

Retailers that fail to recognise and address family violence—related risk are falling behind emerging best practice.
They are also more exposed to public and regulatory scrutiny and risk undermining public trust in the sector’s
commitment to being genuinely consumer-focused.

ERGANZ retailers already have strong partnerships with expert agencies such as Good Shepherd New Zealand and
Women'’s Refuge. Developing clear, principles based guidance for retailers is an additional way that retailers can
offer support and care for customers.

Context and considerations in this document were developed by Good Shepherd New Zealand in collaboration
with ERGANZ, its members? and other family violence specialists.

2 A working group with members from Contact Energy, Genesis Energy, Mercury, Meridian Energy, and Nova Energy.
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Guiding Principles
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1. Understand economic abuse in the context of our work

Consider where economic abuse might show up in products and services. Reflect on what you can and
can’t do to address harm.

It’s important for electricity retailers to understand the complex ways economic abuse can present so harm can be
prevented, limited or appropriately responded to in an organisation’s services and processes.

Economic abuse shows up in the work of electricity retailers in various ways, including (but not limited to):

e Money may be used by people as a tool to control or exploit. By refusing to pay bills, they force the other
party to become solely responsible to pay

e An elderly person may be taken advantage of by those living with them, especially if they have impaired
decision-making abilities.

e A person experiencing violence might be unaware that power at an address has been set up or used in their
name, without consent.

e When a person is trying to leave a violent relationship, or has recently left, and is needing to set up power at a
new property.

e A person applying for a power account might present with a bad credit rating due to coerced and/or
fraudulent debt.

Examples of this guiding principle in practice

e Develop customer journey maps with an economic abuse lens to
highlight areas where harm could occur in your business. This could
include case studies to illustrate customer experiences of policy and
processes.

e Talk with frontline staff to discover ways economic abuse has shown up
for customers in their work.

e Ask a family violence specialist to highlight areas of risk in
communications, processes and policies.

e Raise staff awareness about the complex ways economic abuse may
occur, and the key challenges faced by people experiencing it. This
includes ways economic abuse can occur at different life stages and in
different cultures so staff can respond appropriately.

e Model the commercial impact of economic abuse on the business.
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2. Equip our people
Create guidance for staff to identify and support customers experiencing economic abuse, in a way that
protects all parties. Build processes for staff to respond to situations when needed.

Supporting customers experiencing family violence can be challenging for people working in the electricity sector.
Many want to help but are afraid of doing the wrong thing. Working closely with someone experiencing abuse can
also be confronting emotionally. Employees may also be experiencing, or have experienced, abuse in their own
lives and could be triggered or retraumatised when supporting customers.

Frontline customer service teams need support so they can be confident and capable when assisting people with
complex needs. Employees can be empowered through training to assist customers appropriately within their skill
set and job function. Processes for support make sure the right people can provide the right assistance at the right
time.

Some customers will need access to additional support, and employees should offer information about other
support services that are better equipped to respond to specific circumstances where appropriate.

Enabling employees in this way keeps them, their organisation, and customers safe.

Examples of this guiding principle in practice

e Provide training so employees understand economic abuse, can
recognise the signs, and understand the different needs customers
might have.

e Organise dedicated team member/s to support people who have
experienced, or are experiencing, economic abuse. Have clear
processes for when to consult the team member/s or transfer a
customer.

e Create clear guidelines for when to support or refer so employees can
be confident in offering help in a way that’s safe and does not
compromise customer privacy.

e Have clear procedures and processes to follow if an employee is
struggling to support a customer who is under stress from family
violence.

e Customers may also be causing harm, and clear procedures and
processes are needed to address this situation safely.

e Ensure and promote opportunities for employees to work through
related distress, e.g. self-reflection, manager debriefs, supervision, and
employee assistance programmes.
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3. Seek to prevent services being used in abusive ways

Review processes to make it harder for payment or connections to be misused or exploited to cause or

worsen economic harm. Use insights to improve systems and processes.

Electricity retailers have an opportunity to prevent products and services from being used to cause harm. This can
have a positive impact on people experiencing economic abuse.

Many tools can be used to coerce and control for personal gain, including (but not limited to):

e Using someone else’s name to create a power account at their own address, without their knowledge.
e Withholding payments on outstanding bills and leaving someone else liable for the debt.

e Using existing or previous power accounts to discover someone’s new address.

Examples of this guiding principle in practice

e Ensure primary and secondary account holders are informed of their
rights and obligations under the agreement — and have a process to be
clear of their informed consent, separately from the other party (e.g. to
check it is their choice and not forced)

e Create a policy for what to do if someone tries to use products and
services as a tool to cause harm. Publish information about the policy
on the company’s website and/ or make that information available to
customers as part of the terms and conditions.

e Keep clear records on files where family violence is known to be
present, so customer details are kept secure.
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4. Make it as easy and safe as possible for customers and staff to tell us
about economic abuse

Train and equip staff to support customers to explain their situation safely. Establish customer service

processes to follow when information about abuse is shared.

How an electricity retailer responds to a customer sharing information of family violence has a huge impact on
someone’s ability to navigate and address the harm. Creating a safe service environment can encourage customers
to share information that has a bearing on their financial situation and safety, and get access to the right support
at the right time.

People experiencing family violence might be feeling a range of negative emotions like fear, shame, or anxiety. This
can make it hard to share what they are dealing with. Because economic abuse is less well known than other
forms of family violence, many people do not recognise they are experiencing it.

Dealing with the financial and economic impacts of family violence can be incredibly difficult. People are often
navigating a number of challenges and may be struggling emotionally.

Examples of this guiding principle in practice

e Create policies and conversational points for what to do when someone
discloses harm. Only gather information that is relevant and needed to
access support — do not ask customers to recount personal details as
reliving experiences unnecessarily can be re-traumatising.

e Provide information about economic abuse and the company’s
response to it on external communications so customers can see they
will be listened to.

e Offer the opportunity for a potential new customer to explain the
context of bad credit history, simply by stating a family violence
relationship, without the need to explain detailed personal information.

e Encourage employees to give customers space in a conversation and
offer some gentle openings to explain their situation, while making it
clear full disclosure of potentially traumatic details is not required to
access support.

e Accept a verbal statement or email as proof of economic abuse, where
possible. Evidence of economic abuse can be limited and isn’t easy to
provide due to the nature of coercion and control.

e Avoid the need for customers to repeat their story multiple times. If
possible, ensure a customer has one point of contact.
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5. Seek to avoid causing further harm

Respect the context, limitations, and needs of customers experiencing family violence. Seek to prevent

interactions or requests that have the potential to cause further harm, where possible.

People who have experienced economic abuse might be in debt or arrears through coercion and fraud. Their
experience is different from those who are in hardship because they’re struggling on low income or are unsure
how to budget, and so different responses are needed.

Contact about an account in arrears might be the first time someone learns this debt is in their name, or that
payments are not being made. People experiencing economic abuse can end up liable for large electricity debts
through no fault of their own, with ruined credit scores that impact their ability to access lending in the future.
People leaving an abusive relationship might not have access to important documents.

The way a service provider engages with a customer and their situation has the power to reduce or exacerbate
harm.

Examples of this guiding principle in practice

e Work with the customer to identify if any other unpaid debts are in
their name.

e When possible, recognise non-standard proof of identity as customers
may have left their ID behind when leaving a violent relationship, or
had it stolen or damaged.

e Reduce or forgive debt caused by economic abuse, where possible, and
reduce or forgive fees for non-payment and interest to prevent further
debt accruing.

e When forgiving debt, consider the customers credit report and where
possible address any defaults or negative impact so they have the
ability to access future economic and financial resources unimpeded

e Utilise a diverse and flexible set of tools to provide alternative payment
arrangements for customers experiencing economic abuse.
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6. Provide options and agency

As much as possible, give customers experiencing economic abuse the dignity of choice. Present options
available, help them understand the possible implications, and let them decide what to do.

People who have experienced family violence are the experts in their own situation. They know what will be best
for them. They are best placed to decide what course of action to take for their specific situation, based on what is
available within organisational policy and the requirements set by legislation.

This is particularly important because family violence takes away a person’s autonomy and decision making.

Providing workable options and leaving decisions up to the customer maintains their dignity and helps keep them
safe. There are many trade-offs required to keep safe, which could mean some options that seem sensible in
relation to a debt or account are unrealistic or not possible given what they may be dealing with at a certain point
in time.

Examples of this guiding principle in practice

e Have a more flexible approach when working with someone navigating
family violence (within legislative requirements), e.g. give extra time for
decision making.

e Provide information about specialist local support services. Offer to
connect them where appropriate, but don’t involve others without the
customer’s agreement.

e Offer different ways to manage debt if someone has debt due to
economic abuse.

e Create/review policies and procedures for supporting customers where
there is a possible risk to their safety.

e Keep clear and concise notes related to the support provided to a
customer, as they may want to request their information later to access
other support.
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7. Prioritise the safety of customers

Customers experiencing economic abuse may be navigating a challenging situation. Consider their
context in your response. Offer them information to access family violence specialist support where

appropriate.

Family violence situations are complex and responding requires specialist skillsets.

People seeking help with power connections or addressing unjust debt due to economic abuse may also be
dealing with other forms of family violence.

Staff might want to help, but often don’t know the right way to go about it. They might take actions that seem
helpful but inadvertently risk a person’s safety.

Examples of this guiding principle in practice

e Staff should support the customer with matters within the scope of
their role but not give family violence advice. Leave this to the
specialists who are trained to help.

e Do not share contact details with the abusive party, even in the case of
a shared address. Explain privacy laws where appropriate so it is clear
what information is and isn’t available to share.

e Create/review policies and procedures for supporting customers where
there is a possible risk to their safety.

e Provide safe browsing and quick-exit options on a customer-facing
website.

e Agree on a contact protocol with someone experiencing family
violence, where appropriate, to ensure the communication method
works best for them, and doesn’t expose them to risk.
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