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We proudly acknowledge the Traditional 
Custodians of the land on which we work and live, 
and pay respect to their Elders past and present. 
We recognise and value the continuing rich culture 
and the contribution of Aboriginal people and 
communities to the Australian community.
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Anyone can experience vulnerability over their lifetime.

Although it is unlikely there will ever be a single 
definition of vulnerability across Australia, we 
must acknowledge that in order to build common 
understanding, policy and practice, there needs to be 
some common ground.

After reviewing multiple definitions, Thriving 
Communities Partnership (TCP) considers that a person 
may be experiencing vulnerability if they exhibit one  
or more of the following characteristics:

 • They are at an increased risk of experiencing harm
 • The harm is more likely to be significant
 • It is more likely the harm will have a long  

term impact

Vulnerability looks different for everyone and often 
people do not like to identify as being vulnerable. 
Vulnerability should not be considered as a permanent 
state. Any organisational response or support should 
recognise and build on the strengths, resilience and 
potential of the individual. 

Anyone can 
become 
vulnerable
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Impacts of vulnerability
Despite nearly $500 billion being  
spent annually on health, welfare, education  
and housing, millions of people in Australia are  
still living in, or on the edge of, vulnerability  
or poverty.3   

 • More than 60% of the population  
are experiencing some level of financial stress1

 • 13% of the population experience  
severe or high levels of financial stress1

 • 1.5 million households are living off less than 
$650 per week, and despite the cost of basic 
services such as energy nearly doubling, 
Newstart allowances have not kept up4

 • Close to 3 million people are living below  
the poverty line 5

However, less than 1% of the population are 
accessing corporate hardship programs.2
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Current State of Financial Vulnerability



Influencing vulnerability
Vulnerability can be influenced by multiple factors. 
TCP has identified factors that may influence whether 
someone is at risk or experiencing vulnerability across 
an individual, organisational and ecosystem and 
societal level.

INDIVIDUAL LEVEL
TCP have identified twelve factors that may put people 
at greater risk of experiencing vulnerability. 

These are:

 • Family Violence
 • Poor Health
 • Situational Factors and Life Events
 • Cost of Living
 • Under and Unemployment
 • Gender
 • Culture, Language and Diversity
 • Education, Literacy and Capability
 • Digital Exclusion
 • Financial Exclusion and Lack of Resilience
 • Social Exclusion
 • Stress

See Appendix 1 for full detail of Risk Factors

People may also present with more than one of these 
factors, however just because someone presents with 
these factors, it does not necessarily mean they are 
vulnerable. Being flexible, understanding how these 
factors intersect with one another and understanding 
how your organisation interacts with individuals are all 
key to ensuring that these risk factors don’t adversely 
affect anyone’s ability to represent their interests or to 
make their own decisions. 

ORGANISATIONAL LEVEL
Organisations can either support people to thrive or 
increase harm when people are experiencing crisis. 

The following aspects have an influence:

 • The structure of the organisation – eg. Siloed  
and inconsistent approaches vs collaborative  
and consistent

 • The strategies of the organisation – eg. Reactive vs 
proactive responses

 • The practices of the organisation – eg. Blame  
and judgment vs support and agency

 • The way in which the organisation interacts with 
others in its sector and the broader ecosystem 
– eg. Competitive and untrusting behaviour vs 
uncompetitive and trusting

ECO-SYSTEMIC AND SOCIETAL LEVEL
Society’s challenges have also become more 
interconnected, changing and complex than ever  
before, with boundaries and responsibility more  
difficult to untangle.6 
Eco-systemic factors that influence vulnerability include:
 • Characteristics of a marketplace – eg. Predatory 

lending market

 • Societal drivers – eg. Increased focus on the cost  
of living and inequality levels

 • Inconsistencies – eg. in policies, language and 
approaches across organisations and sectors

 • Assumptions and an inability to change – eg. 
Repeating the same mistakes 



Benefits of proactive, holistic 
approaches to vulnerability
A holistic approach recognises the opportunities to 
influence vulnerability across a spectrum from reactive 
to proactive prevention. 

TCP believes that the benefits to organisation in 
providing a holistic, proactive approach to vulnerability 
include:

 • Enhanced customer trust through access to leading 
policy and practices that increase inclusion and 
tackle vulnerability

 • Increased capabilities in responding to issues of 
vulnerability and inclusion

 • Reduced risk by protecting your people and 
strengthening your reputation

 • Operational efficiencies by adopting leading 
practice and being part of a national referral 
network of services and support organisations - 
planning together for maximum impact

 • Shared accountability for systemic issues through 
transparent conversation between business, 
government, regulators, ombudsman, and 
community
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Designing an inclusive 
organisation
TCP believes that inclusive organisations can be 
developed by taking the following approaches:

SECTOR AND ECOSYSTEM

 • Working towards a shared vision 

 • Learning from others

 • Learning and collaborating with others

 • Sharing with others

 • Trust between organisations

 • Alignment of policies 

 • Alignment of language and communication

 • Regulation supports innovation for good

ORGANISATIONAL STRUCTURES
 • Taking a whole of business approach

 • Ethical leadership and culture

 • Fair and sustainable business and operating models

 • Fairness and equity in products, services and 
approaches

 • Having enabling governance structures

 • Enabling continuous learning, improvement  
and feedback

ORGANISATIONAL STRATEGIES
 • Understanding of the impacts of current strategies  

 • Understanding of the impacts of current products, 
services and approaches

 • Understanding your diverse customer base 

 • Taking a people-centred approach

 • Strategies that offer not only reactive, but also 
preventative support

 • Tracking and using data effectively and ethically

 • Having capable, confident and empowered staff

ORGANISATIONAL PRACTICES
 • Choosing the right partners

 • Supporting staff

 • Training staff

 • Offering accessible products, services and 
communications

 • Achieving operational effectiveness

 • Measuring and learning from outcomes

 • Using lived experience
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A process for driving change
A long-term strategy for change is key for building an 
inclusive organisation, with continuous opportunity to  
re-evaluate and incorporate new learning across the 
stages of Discovery, Co-Design and Embed.
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About Thriving Communities 
Partnership
Thriving Communities Partnership (TCP) believes that 
everybody deserves an equitable system, adequate 
living standards and to live free from discrimination. 
We work to ensure that everyone has fair access to 
the modern essential services they need to thrive in 
contemporary Australia, including utilities, financial 
services, telecommunications and transport. 

The challenge is not ‘people’ – but rather to unite 
organisations to shape a system that works better for 
people, particularly those experiencing vulnerability and 
hardship. 

TCP provides a cross-sector partnership of collaboration 
and learning to build a more equitable system. We work 
with people with lived experience, business, academia, 
government and community sectors. At the heart of 
TCP are our member organisations, who are guided by 
a values-based charter, committed to contribution and 
united by the belief that we all do better together. 

For more information, please contact Ciara Sterling, 
CEO of Thriving Communities Partnership:  
Ciara.sterling@yvw.com.au or 0417 588 638.
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Risk Factors

Economic
Physical
Psychological
Sexual
Emotional
Elder abuse
Intra-generational

HEALTH

SITUATIONAL
FACTORS 
AND LIFE EVENTS

COST OF LIVING

UNDER
AND
UNEMPLOYMENT

GENDER

Short term and long term illness
Physical
Mental
Disability

FAMILY VIOLENCE

Relationship events:
Divorce 
Marriage
Children
Age related events: 
Leaving home 
Retirement
Death
Prison
Natural Disasters

Insufficient income
Bill shock
Reliance on expensive credit (payday loans)
Increasing bills and housing stress 
 Welfare dependency

Part time and single parent work barriers
Casualisation of work force and the gig economy
Single parent families

Single parent
Superannuation, pay and other  
gender related inequalities
Motherhood  

Detailed Factors Risk Factors

CALD
ATSI
LGBTIQ
Refugees and Migrants

EDUCATION,
LITERACY AND
CAPABILITY

DIGITAL EXCLUSION

FINANCIAL
EXCLUSION AND
LACK OF
RESILIENCE

SOCIAL EXCLUSION

STRESS

Learning difficulties
Lack of formal education
Low capability and literacy

CULTURE, 
LANGUAGE AND 
DIVERSITY

Access
Affordability
Ability
Trust

Access to affordable and appropriate credit,  
savings and insurance
Social capital
Financial capability
Economic resources

Remote location
Age
Migration to or within Australia

Financial
Emotional
Limited bandwidth/ scarcity mindset

Detailed Factors

Appendix 1
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