Operationalising the ATO's
Vulnerability Framework

Background

According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2.4 million Australians are victim-survivors of economic and
financial abuse perpetrated as part of intimate partner violence (ABS, 2023). This disproportionately affects
women (ABS, 2023) and costs the Australian economy $10.9 billion each year (CommBank, 2022).

Clinical data shows that around 14% of women in hardship with unmet tax needs also have tax debts arising
from intimate partner violence (or ‘sexually transmitted tax debts’) (Kayis-Kumar et al, 2024). This is often the
result of perpetrators placing tax and other debts in the victim-survivor's name. In these circumstances, existing
tax laws, tax administration systems and tax regulatory frameworks can be manipulated as tools of abuse,
effectively weaponising the tax system against victim-survivors.

Our research has directly contributed to the following government recommendations for changes to policy and
practice:
¢ Recommendation 16 of the Commonwealth Government-established Rapid Review of Prevention
Approaches to End Gender-Based Violence (“The Commonwealth Government should build on work that
is already underway and prioritise systems where significant harm is occurring, such as: family law, child
support, immigration, and taxation”) (August 2024). Our work resulted in tax systems abuse being
recognised by government as causing significant harm — and, in turn, catalysed the inclusion of tax
within scope of the Department of Prime Minister & Cabinet's Commonwealth Systems Abuse Audit.
¢ Recommendations 60 and 61 of the Final Report of the Parliamentary Joint Committee on Corporations
and Financial Services for its ‘Inquiry into financial services regulatory framework in relation to financial
abuse’ (“That all relevant government agencies provide training to frontline staff on the identification of
domestic and family violence, including financial abuse, and require mandatory reporting of suspected
financial abuse.” and “That all relevant government entities providing frontline services establish dedicated
teams with specialised training in domestic and family violence, including financial abuse.”) (December
2024).

We have previously provided a submission to the ATO in relation to Director Penalty Notices and our
recommendations to amend Annexure B of PS LA 2011/18. That submission includes our recommendations in
relation to evidence (see pages 3-4). A copy of that submission is available here.

Summary of Recommendations

Our key recommendations are summarised as follows:

1. Introducing a telephone call service where the ATO calls taxpayers experiencing vulnerability at
requested times.

2. Creating an infographic which provides step-by-step guidance for taxpayers experiencing vulnerability
to re-engage with the Australian tax system.

3. Providing mechanisms for taxpayers to ‘self-identify’ that they are experiencing vulnerability or hardship.

Providing a clear channel for tax agents and tax lawyers to flag concerns about taxpayers experiencing
vulnerability with the ATO.

5. Incorporating scenario-based learning workshops into the vulnerability training of ATO staff.

All of our recommendations are set out in more detail below.


https://www.pmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/resource/download/unlocking-the-prevention-potential-4.pdf
https://www.pmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/resource/download/unlocking-the-prevention-potential-4.pdf
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/download/committees/reportjnt/RB000471/toc_pdf/Financialabuseaninsidiousformofdomesticviolence.pdf
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/download/committees/reportjnt/RB000471/toc_pdf/Financialabuseaninsidiousformofdomesticviolence.pdf
https://www.unsw.edu.au/content/dam/pdfs/business/acct-audit-tax/resources/publications-and-resources/2025-12-joint-submission-of-unsw-earg-jws.pdf

Recommendations

1.

Provide more flexible and inclusive ways for taxpayers experiencing vulnerability to initiate contact with

the ATO.

(a) Ensure that all ATO frontline staff are trauma-informed and can readily re-direct taxpayers
experiencing vulnerability to specialist support staff.

(b) The website directs vulnerable clients to call the ATO on 13 11 42 — but this is the general ATO
number for debt and lodgement, rather than a specialist team. This may present a misalignment of
the taxpayer's expectations on speaking with vulnerable clients if the ATO frontline staff are not
trauma-informed. So, establishing a dedicated ATO telephone line for taxpayers experiencing
vulnerability with extended operating hours (for example, 7.00am - 7.00pm Monday to Friday and
limited Saturday hours). Many taxpayers experiencing vulnerability undertake shift work or have
caring responsibilities that make contact during standard business hours difficult.

(c) Providing a dedicated email contact point to enable taxpayers experiencing vulnerability to
communicate in writing where telephone engagement is not feasible or may create distress.

(d) Introducing a call-back request service, allowing taxpayers experiencing vulnerability to complete a
short online form outlining their circumstances and nominating up to three preferred dates and
times for contact.

(e) A designated hub within Centrelink centres or other support agencies, which allows taxpayers
experiencing vulnerability to engage with ATO staff face-to-face. Follow-up appointments could be
made to ensure regular engagement or support.

(f) Create step by step guidance (in the form of an infographic) which outlines the key steps that
taxpayers should take to re-engage with the tax system.

(g) Prepare telephone call and email scripts for all ATO staff to use in their communications with
taxpayers experiencing vulnerability to ensure best practice.

Enhance the identification of taxpayers experiencing vulnerability.

(a) Include an indicator or ‘flag’ on the client file that the taxpayer is experiencing vulnerability, so if an
ATO officer opens the file, they can immediately see that they are vulnerable.

(a) Provide consistent service on the Advocacy Helpdesk and educate the staff on the Advocacy
Helpdesk that tax agents representing taxpayers will also call (and will have different POI
requirements than a financial counsellor).

(b) Providing mechanisms for taxpayers to “self-identify” as vulnerable. For example, this could be done
through an online form or via the tax agent portal. Once the taxpayer has been identified as a
vulnerable taxpayer, an indicator should be included on their client file so that any ATO officer who
accesses the file will be immediately aware that the taxpayer is vulnerable.

(c) Providing mechanisms for State and national based Victim registers (e.g. NSW Government Victim
Support Scheme, VIC Government Victim Services, Support and Reform, etc) to share relevant
information with the ATO, subject to appropriate consent, privacy protections and legislative
authority. This would reduce the need for victim-survivors to repeatedly disclose traumatic
experiences when seeking support from multiple agencies.

(d) Providing mechanisms for applications for support from State and national based Victim registers
to allow an option for victims to notify as vulnerable to the ATO to be initiated through this process.

(e) Training frontline ATO staff to detect vulnerability signals. This could include the circulation of
internal guides such as a “checklist” with common vulnerability indicators and example scenarios.

(f) Leveraging the insights of tax agents or tax lawyers by providing a clear channel for practitioners to
flag concerns with the ATO. Providing guidance and training to tax professionals in relation to
recognising vulnerability indicators will strengthen early identification.

Provide specialised training for ATO staff engaging with taxpayers experiencing vulnerability.
Training topics should include:

(a) Vulnerability factors, trauma-informed engagement principles and mental health first aid.
(b) Financial abuse, domestic violence and coerced directorships.

(c) How the ATO can assist taxpayers experiencing vulnerability.



d) The tax secrecy provisions.

e) The serious hardship relief provisions.

f) The Director Penalty Notice provisions.

g) The ATO’s debt collection practices including when flexibility or escalation pathways may be
appropriate.

The training should include scenario-based learning workshops. The use of case studies will help to put

these topics into practice. Please refer to Annexure A of this document for a clinic case study of vulnerable

taxpayer's engagement experience with the ATO.
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4. Establish a system to identify and provide improved dedicated support to tax agents that work across

tax clinics supporting vulnerable groups

(a) Ensure timely access and processing across dedicated communication channels for remission
requests, lodgement support, access to historical prefill, etc.T

(b) Enable tax agents associated with the ATO’s National Tax Clinic program to differentiate between
their clinic and their regular clients. As communicated to both the ATO and The Treasury in 2019,% a
key barrier for tax practitioners supporting clinics is the ongoing need to intermingle their non-clinic
clients with their clinic clients. These cohorts have markedly different compliance profiles, and
practitioners are understandably concerned that they may be adversely affected by the poorer
compliance records of their clinic clients.

Concluding remarks and next steps

Thank you for the opportunity to contribute to, and engage in, these discussions.

We would be grateful for the opportunity to further engage on this important issue through co-design,
supporting the provision of trauma-informed training of frontline staff and/or contributing any further research

or evidence, as appropriate.

If you have any questions or would like any further details, please contact Professor Ann Kayis-Kumar at
a.kayis@unsw.edu.au.

Forour latest research please see: Rhiannon Bree Parker, Jack Noone, Ann Kayis-Kumar, Michael Walpole and
Eleanor Malbon, “Mapping the unmet tax needs of financially vulnerable small business: A systems thinking
approach” (2025) 40(4) Australian Tax Forum 465-497.

We are grateful for the support and guidance of the following colleagues and collaborators: Helen Lam (Tax
Clinic Supervisor), Madhvi M (Tax Clinic Supervisor), Annette Tasker (Tax Clinic Supervisor), Jonathon Dorse,
(Tax Clinic Supervisor), Dianne Hanna (Tax Clinic Supervisor), Tony Martins (Principal Tax Clinic Supervisor).

T While there is room for continual improvement, we recognise that the ATO has made considerable progress, including: a dedicated
Advocate Help Desk service (for tax clinics and financial counsellors) where we can request GIC remissions and provide support for
payment plans and lodgement support, a Specialised Client Support team where we can have one ATO point of contact to help us
navigate through the ATO in relation to lodgement and debt, taxpayers experiencing vulnerability can also access ATO's Dispute Assist
service, tax agents can also fill out a form to get historical prefill for pre-2009 information, and if we need further assistance the ATO's
National Tax Clinic team is very helpful.

2 See UNSW Tax Clinic Submission: https://treasury.gov.au/sites/default/files/2019-09/c2019-t398920_-_unsw_tax_clinic.pdf.


mailto:a.kayis@unsw.edu.au
https://treasury.gov.au/sites/default/files/2019-09/c2019-t398920_-_unsw_tax_clinic.pdf

Annexure A - Case Study

Please note: Not her real name

Leonna is a vulnerable taxpayer who was referred to the clinic after engaging with the
ATO. She presented as highly distressed, overwhelmed and distrustful of institutions.
Leonna disclosed a history of repeated domestic and financial abuse involving her family

— S members, former partner and former employer. Those experiences appeared to affect
her ability to process complex information, engage confidently with administrative
processes, and trust advice being given to her. By the time she was referred to the clinic,
Leonna was seeking help to understand what had happened to her tax accounts, why
she had not received the refund she believed she was owed, and what the cancellation
of her ABN meant in practical terms. Leonna remained confused and distressed because
she did not understand the reasons for the decisions or what she needed to do next.

ATO Engagement experience

The first issue concerned a refund dispute. Leonna understood that the ATO had agreed
to release tax debts of $40,000, but she had only received a refund of $20,000 in her bank
account. She believed she was still entitled to a further refund. The Tax Ombudsman
(TO) later clarified that the released debt comprised income tax, general interest charge
and PAYG instalments, and that the $20,000 payment reflected a partial exercise of
discretion not to offset available credits. No further refund was payable. While the
outcome was technically correct, it had not been communicated to Leonna in a clear,
plain-language way. She did not understand why the figures referred to in the ATO's
correspondence did not produce the outcome she expected.

The second issue concerned her ABN. Leonna reported being told simply that her ABN
had been cancelled. She was not given a practical explanation of why the cancellation
had occurred, what it meant for earning income, whether PAYG registrations were
affected, or what steps she should take next. For a taxpayer already experiencing
trauma-related stress, the lack of explanation amplified confusion, fear and distrust.

Operational relevance

This case illustrates that recognising vulnerability is not only about the exercise of
discretion; it is also about how decisions are communicated. Even where the substantive
outcome is correct, standard administrative language and processes may intensify
distress if they are not trauma informed.

This case study supports the need for specialised staff training on vulnerability factors,
trauma-informed engagement, financial abuse, practical assistance pathways, and when
clearer explanations, flexibility or escalation are required. It also demonstrates the value
of scenario-based learning focused on transparency, accountability, empathy and
compassionate communication.
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