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About the Royal Australian and New Zealand College of Psychiatrists 

The Royal Australian and New Zealand College of Psychiatrists (RANZCP) is a membership organisation 
that prepares doctors to be medical specialists in the field of psychiatry, supports and enhances clinical 
practice, advocates for people affected by mental illness and advises governments on mental health care. 
The RANZCP is the peak body representing psychiatrists in Australia and New Zealand and as a bi-
national college has strong ties with associations in the Asia-Pacific region. 
The RANZCP has more than 7,700 members including more than 5,600 qualified psychiatrists and over 
2,100 members who are training to qualify as psychiatrists. Psychiatrists are clinical leaders in the provision 
of mental health care in the community and use a range of evidence-based treatments to support a person 
in their journey of recovery. 

 
Introduction 
The RANZCP welcomes the opportunity to provide a submission to the Royal Commission into the 
Robodebt Scheme (Royal Commission). Our submission, informed by feedback from a range of members 
of the RANZCP’s expert committees, responds to the following section of the Royal Commission's terms of 
reference: 
“Acknowledging the harm caused to affected members of the Australian community by the debt 
assessment and recovery scheme known as Robodebt ... the kinds of non-pecuniary impacts the scheme 
had on individuals, particularly vulnerable individuals, and their families". 
Psychiatrists have direct experience of value to the Royal Commission. Psychiatrists are committed to 
providing and promoting high quality mental health care in the community. Due to the disproportionate 
levels of poverty among those with a mental health condition, psychiatrists are aware of the impact that the 
effective provision of social security payments has on such groups.[1-2] 

 
Trauma  
The RANZCP wishes to emphasise the Robodebt scheme’s traumatic impact on victims. Trauma can 
present in various forms and in varied contexts and may be defined as the broad psychological and 
neurobiological effects of an event, or series of events, which produces experiences of overwhelming fear, 
stress, helplessness or horror. The RANZCP contends that the experiences of the Robodebt scheme’s 
victims reflects the interpersonal and prolonged nature of trauma, including the interplay of power dynamics 
and vulnerability, subjective experiences of cumulative stress levels, and the suddenness and 
uncontrollability of repeated stressor/s (debt collection efforts). This is demonstrated through the following 
testimonies: 

“We heard from people who had health conditions that were aggravated by the mere receipt of a 
Robodebt and dealing with the issue. People had to take time off work to deal with it. It caused stress 

within families because of the fact that people had received the debt… it caused the mental health 
issues for a lot of people just because, you know, it was an awful thing to go through.” 

Hearing Block 2, 16 December 2022 

“We were talking about people with a mental illness, people who were homeless, people escaping 
domestic violence, people requiring being treated for an illness and people with a serious addiction. And 

we were alarmed that this was the kind of policy that was being pursued by the government after 
extensive efforts to bring to their attention that - even within the existing scope of the Scheme, the level 

of human distress.” 

Hearing Block 2, 16 December 2022 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiWzvjVu4T8AhU3-DgGHX5UBaAQFnoECA4QAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Frobodebt.royalcommission.gov.au%2F&usg=AOvVaw2nsyz88kdOKsaJbFO0R8Ft
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiWzvjVu4T8AhU3-DgGHX5UBaAQFnoECA4QAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Frobodebt.royalcommission.gov.au%2F&usg=AOvVaw2nsyz88kdOKsaJbFO0R8Ft
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiWzvjVu4T8AhU3-DgGHX5UBaAQFnoECA4QAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Frobodebt.royalcommission.gov.au%2F&usg=AOvVaw2nsyz88kdOKsaJbFO0R8Ft
https://aus01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Frobodebt.royalcommission.gov.au%2Fpublications%2Fletters-patent&data=05%7C01%7CFraser.Smith%40ranzcp.org%7Cf33bbc7330754cb367e408dad0fd764a%7Ce51012c230414e06bba86683c0fd0b56%7C0%7C0%7C638052084271345213%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=iDOXbeqa%2FzBCjtZRyHxCj0a9YOMqQUKsCQzSlJSwarE%3D&reserved=0
https://aus01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Frobodebt.royalcommission.gov.au%2Fpublications%2Fletters-patent&data=05%7C01%7CFraser.Smith%40ranzcp.org%7Cf33bbc7330754cb367e408dad0fd764a%7Ce51012c230414e06bba86683c0fd0b56%7C0%7C0%7C638052084271345213%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=iDOXbeqa%2FzBCjtZRyHxCj0a9YOMqQUKsCQzSlJSwarE%3D&reserved=0
https://aus01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Frobodebt.royalcommission.gov.au%2Fpublications%2Fletters-patent&data=05%7C01%7CFraser.Smith%40ranzcp.org%7Cf33bbc7330754cb367e408dad0fd764a%7Ce51012c230414e06bba86683c0fd0b56%7C0%7C0%7C638052084271345213%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=iDOXbeqa%2FzBCjtZRyHxCj0a9YOMqQUKsCQzSlJSwarE%3D&reserved=0
https://robodebt.royalcommission.gov.au/system/files/2022-12/transcript-hearing-day-22-16-december-2022.pdf
https://robodebt.royalcommission.gov.au/system/files/2022-12/transcript-hearing-day-22-16-december-2022.pdf
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Trauma can cause a range of co-morbid problems including mental and physical health conditions, 
suicidality and self-harming behaviours, harmful substance use and addictions, dissociation, self-esteem 
issues. The consequences of trauma exposure can also have a cascading impact throughout families and 
communities, leading to ongoing relational and intergenerational trauma.  
The RANZCP acknowledges that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples have a unique risk of 
trauma as the result of historical trauma associated with colonisation (dispossession, displacement, 
disease, genocide, cultural assimilation and the disruption of kinship systems) and ongoing collective 
trauma (economic deprivation, social marginalisation, discrimination, incarceration and other forms of 
racism). The RANZCP therefore urges that victims of the scheme are offered free, culturally safe, mental 
health treatment to ameliorate any impacts of trauma. For more information please see RANZCP Position 
Statement 100: Trauma Informed Practice and Position Statement 105: Cultural Safety. 

 
Systemic discrimination within the social security system  
The Robodebt scheme and its impact on victims illustrates the discriminatory design of social security 
processes and the need for subsequent reform. The rudimentary nature of claims for social security 
payments imposes disadvantages on people with mental health conditions, delaying their recovery and/or 
compounding suffering.  
The process of claiming the Disability Support Pension (DSP) has an adverse effect on the mental health of 
claimants, due to ‘aspects involved in obtaining and/or staying on … including how claimants are treated by 
government staff and how claims eligibility are assessed’.[3] Structural and administrative aspects of 
obtaining the DSP create psychosocial stress, resulting in declines to mental health. Similar systemic 
discrimination is detailed within the Centre for Social Impact’s Social Security and Stigma in Australia 
report, which finds the complexity of the social security system and lack of information and support 
disadvantages people who are likely to be seeking support at times of increased distress.  
This is evidenced by testimony at the Royal Commission, where claimants experienced discrimination due 
to the system design practices of agencies, particular those hired to collect ‘owed’ monies.  

This testimony demonstrates how this has unjustifiably stigmatised claimants with mental health conditions, 
compounds their suffering and placing extra strain upon their families and carers. By discouraging people 
with mental health condition to seek entitled payments there is also a greater risk of worsening one’s 
condition. Greater costs are therefore incurred by the responding public mental health system, as opposed 
to a fit-for-purpose social security. 
 
Recommendations for reform 
The RANZCP contends that the impact of the Robodebt scheme reveals intrinsic shortcomings of the social 
security system, and the need for reform to prevent further disadvantage of people with mental health 
conditions. The findings of the Royal Commission should be used to inform long-term systemic reform to 
Australia’s social security system. 

“…doing my head in and making me suicidal.” 

Robo-debt client stories, Victorian Legal Aid 

 

”…an aggressive abuse of government power causing extensive stress, anxiety and harm amongst 
thousands of people who were caught up in the process.” 

Hearing Block 2, 16 December 2022 

https://www.ranzcp.org/news-policy/policy-and-advocacy/position-statements/trauma-informed-practice
https://www.ranzcp.org/news-policy/policy-and-advocacy/position-statements/trauma-informed-practice
https://www.ranzcp.org/news-policy/policy-and-advocacy/position-statements/cultural-safety
https://www.ranzcp.org/news-policy/policy-and-advocacy/position-statements/cultural-safety
https://apo.org.au/sites/default/files/resource-files/2021-11/apo-nid314659.pdf
https://apo.org.au/sites/default/files/resource-files/2021-11/apo-nid314659.pdf
https://www.legalaid.vic.gov.au/node/9877#melissas-story-%E2%80%93-a-private-debt-collector%E2%80%99s-actions-%E2%80%98doing-my-head-in-and-making-me-suicidal%E2%80%99
https://robodebt.royalcommission.gov.au/system/files/2022-12/transcript-hearing-day-22-16-december-2022.pdf
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Social security systems need to be understood as part of the health-care system to ensure that people 
receive support that aids one’s recovery and wellbeing. 
The RANZCP recommends that Services Australia: 

• Introduce less adversarial pathways to social security claims or debt collection measures to avoid 
discrimination against people with mental health conditions. 

• Endorse trauma informed practice approaches when managing claims of people with a reported 
mental health condition, with consideration given to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. 

• Ensure that trauma informed practice is incorporated into training, recruitment of staff, and funding, 
informed by the lived experience of people with mental health conditions. 

• Provide clear, publicly available information to improve access to social security supports for people 
with a mental health condition. 
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