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Commonwealth Bank Foundation
Financial Literacy for Life

The Commonwealth Bank Foundation in 2004

commissioned the Improving financial literacy in

Australia: benefits for the individual and the nation

research study. The study identified that people with the

lowest financial literacy were aged between 16-20 years

old, were unemployed or students and usually had

lower education levels.

The study found that by increasing the financial literacy

of the 10% of the population at the lowest end of the

scale, it had the potential to boost Australia’s economy

by $6billion per year, with the creation of 16,000 new

jobs. The study also found the higher an individual’s

financial literacy, the lower the probability that they would

be unemployed.

This important research study has been used to inform

and develop further programs for the Commonwealth

Bank Foundation.

Foundation programs include:

■ e-Learning Grants 

The Foundation believes that teaching life skills must

start early. Since 2002, the Commonwealth Bank has

offered the e-Learning Grants program to encourage

the development of important financial literacy and

numeracy skills through the use of technology. To

date the Foundation has awarded $1.4 million to 

280 primary schools throughout the country.  

■ Financial Literacy Grants 

Since 2004 the Financial Literacy Grants program 

has offered secondary schools across Australia the

opportunity to apply for up to two grants of $3,500

each to help implement creative, engaging and

sustainable financial literacy education programs 

to support students in Years 7 to 12. One hundred

grants are made available to Government, Independent

and Catholic schools in each state and territory annually.

■ Financial Literacy Curriculum Resource

The Curriculum Resource is a free national online

resource for secondary schools and was launched 

in July 2005. The resource was developed by the

Commonwealth Bank Foundation in consultation 

with professional educators to help improve financial

literacy among young people.

Commonwealth Bank
Foundation
The Commonwealth Bank has been supporting education for more than 70 years, since 

the introduction of school banking. It has strengthened its commitment to education through 

the establishment in 2003 of the Commonwealth Bank Foundation to further encourage

developments in education, especially financial literacy. The Foundation believes that education

is the key to empowering individuals to take effective decisions to achieve their financial goals. 

The Foundation develops its programs in partnership with education groups, authorities and

teaching associations across Australia.

2



The Commonwealth Bank Foundation’s 2005

Australian Financial Literacy Assessment (AFLA)

is the first nationwide research undertaken into the 

level of financial literacy among Australian school 

age children.

This landmark assessment, conducted by 

the Commonwealth Bank Foundation through

Educational Assessment Australia, part of the

University of NSW, provides a first ever

comprehensive snapshot of the financial capabilities

of Australian students in Years 9 and 10 and will

provide the first national standard in Financial 

Literacy against which future assessments can 

be measured. 

AFLA 2005 was undertaken by 43,236 students, 

at 479 schools around Australia, representing 

almost 20% of all Australian secondary schools. 

This large sample reflects the national competency 

of an important demographic: students, aged

between 14 and 16 who are on the verge of financial

independence, will soon be eligible to learn to drive

and have access to credit.

■ 43,236 students Australia-wide participated 

in the assessment

■ 22,193 were Year 9 students

■ 21,043 were Year 10 students

■ There were 45 questions in the 1 hour

assessment

• 40 questions were multiple choice

• 5 questions were short answer

Areas Researched

The assessment questions were divided into four

strands.

■ Financial Understanding: Financial

Understanding is having the skills to deal with

everyday financial issues and having the ability 

to make informed decisions and choices about

personal finances.

■ Financial Responsibility: Financial

Responsibility assesses awareness of a range 

of social, moral, cultural and environmental

issues that affect a person’s finances.  

■ Financial Enterprise: Financial Enterprise

assesses the ability to make decisions on 

the most suitable forms of spending, saving 

or investment.  

■ Financial Competence: Financial Competence

assesses an individual’s ability to identify and

tackle financial problems or issues with

confidence and effectively manage

their finances daily. 

Assessment Overview
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The AFLA report effectively evaluates young peoples’

confidence and skill around money management.

Results show a high level of confidence from

students in a consumer capacity but expose large

gaps in their understanding of general financial

transactions, putting significant numbers of students

at financial risk.

While 80% of Year 9 and 10 students were proficient

at organising their personal finances on a day-to-day

consumer level, only 50% could interpret a bank

statement or were familiar with terms and concepts

such as ‘disposable income’, ‘superannuation’,

‘insurance’ and ‘surcharge’. The third tier of results

highlights a small group of 20% of students who

could tackle more involved questions such as

calculating profits and timesheets.

From the AFLA results it is evident that the students

surveyed are experienced consumers. The larger tier

of 80% were able to respond to e-commerce,

marketing and advertising initiatives with ease and

demonstrated sound knowledge of the principles

behind organising personal finances (thus scoring

well in the Financial Responsibility strand, see graph

page 5). However analysis of the other three strand

results indicate that in reality the students lacked

many of the fundamental numeracy skills required to

put this contextual knowledge into practice. The fact

that a large number of students were unable to

perform simple yet essential tasks (i.e., interpreting

bank statements, profits or exchange rates) shows

that they may not know how to measure the financial

implications of their consumerism and do not always

understand the importance of numeracy skills for

day-to-day financial management.

Assessment Summary

Key findings at a glance

■ Males and females performed equally 

on AFLA 2005

■ 80% of students could understand 

pricing strategies

■ Around 50% of all respondents could 

not interpret a bank statement

■ Some 45% to 55% of students failed to

understand credit card and other forms 

of charges like surcharges

■ Around half the students did not

understand motor vehicle insurance

■ 30% of Year 9 students and 26% of 

Year 10 students could not calculate 

best value when shopping

■ Some 15% to 20% of students could not

calculate how to withdraw required sums

of money from an ATM

■ Between 20% and 30% of all students

do not recognise indications of Internet

fraud
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so that student performance can be compared in

future years against those established in 2005. In

other words, 50% in this context is not a standard 

for passing or failing Financial Literacy.

By tackling the issues that have come to light from

the AFLA 2005 through curriculum teaching and

wider consumer education initiatives, students who

would otherwise be financially vulnerable could be

equipped with the skills required to pursue an

economically secure future. 

The Commonwealth Bank Foundation has provided

individual reports to participating schools and has

established an online resource to link report results

from individual schools to the Commonwealth Bank

Foundation’s Financial Literacy Curriculum Resource,

thereby delivering teachers the opportunity to

address specific weaknesses and strengths in their

students’ learning with tailored teaching tools.

AFLA provides Australian schools, education

systems, curriculum and assessment authorities 

and the Australian public with a clear indication of 

the standards of Australian students in the key

curriculum strands of Financial Literacy (see CBF

Financial Literacy Curriculum Resource). AFLA was

designed to assess a wide range of skills, knowledge

and competencies in Financial Literacy by developing

broad and relevant questions and assessment items.

In each of the strands there is a broad range of item

difficulties so that students of all ability levels can be

effectively assessed.

AFLA was designed as a skills-based assessment 

to establish performance standards in Financial

Literacy in Australian schools. It was not designed 

as a pass/fail assessment as it is assessing students

in different states/territories and education systems. 

It is important to note therefore that in the following

statistics and tables, results expressed as

percentages refer to relative levels of achievement 

Assessment Strand Results

Of the strands, Financial Responsibility scored

the highest for both Years 9 and 10. The other

three strands attained average scores between

59-70% with Year 9 students naturally scoring

slightly lower than Year 10 students.  
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Students Correct

Q Question Year Year 
no 9 10

2 Make a financial decision 97.4% 97.5%
when buying a DVD

4 Understand the importance 96.0% 96.7%
of budgeting 

9 Understand different types 87.7% 90.7%
of income (rental)

14 Evaluate advantages and 79.7% 82.8%
disadvantages of e-commerce 

17 Recognise how ATMs 80.5% 84.9%
dispense currency

18 Understand different types 78.5% 83.1%
of income (shares)

19 Understand the principle   72.3% 77.9%
of variable interest rates

24 Determine the action required 69.5% 73.0%
with internet banking fraud

25 Understand how to fill in a cheque 74.7% 81.3%

26 Understand pricing strategies 78.1% 80.5%

27 Understand the requirements  70.0% 75.9%
for Youth Allowance

28 Understand the different types  44.6% 52.2%
of charges

30 Understand different types 54.9% 60.7%
of credit card charges

31 Understand the principle   44.7% 52.1%
of disposable income

34 Interpret a bank statement 52.9% 61.0%

36 Identify the beneficiary of 44.2% 50.5%
superannuation investments 

38 Identify the relevant government 60% 72.3%
department to contact about
Australian Tax file number 

39 Determine formula used   45.1% 51.8%
to balance books

44 Calculate finishing time   15.8% 18.9%
on a time sheet

Financial Understanding is having the skills to deal

with everyday financial issues and having the ability 

to make informed decisions and choices about

personal finances, such as how to fill out a cheque

correctly or create a personal budget.

Sample question 

Around 30% of students did not answer this question

correctly, making them vulnerable to Internet fraud.

Student aptitude in the Financial Understanding

strand fell into the higher brackets in the areas of

personal finance but students in both Year 9 and 10

lacked knowledge in employment related financial

issues such as superannuation, timesheets and

balance books. These results demonstrate that the

majority of students who took part in the assessment

have the ability to manage personal income on a

day-to-day level and are able to make simple financial

decisions with regards to their own wealth. However

they cannot execute more complex financial tasks

that would be required if they were to leave full time

study and begin working life, as is the case for some

16 year olds.

Student results in the 
Financial Understanding strand

Financial Understanding
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Financially responsible individuals are aware that

financial decisions are dependent on a range of

issues and factors and know how to best solve 

a financial problem by going through the correct

avenues. Students were asked a range of questions

from how to effectively purchase a mobile phone 

to how to explain the methods and principles 

behind budgeting.

Sample question 

Approximately 90% of all students could answer this

question correctly demonstrating a sound knowledge

of the level of responsibility involved in signing

financial contracts.

The level of aptitude in the Financial Responsibility

strand was good throughout with both Year 9 and 

10 students scoring above 85% on average.

The set of questions in this strand had a strong slant

on theory, proving that students recognised the

relationship between income and expenditure and

could adapt this to their personal circumstances in

principle even if in practice they did not possess 

the numerical skills to follow through.

Students Correct

Q Question Year Year
no 9 10

1 Make a responsible purchase  98.2% 98.3%
of a mobile phone

7 Adapt to change in reduction  89.4% 91.0%
of income

8 Reduce expenditure to save 84.8% 86.5%
money

11 Understand budgeting 89.3% 92.0%
principles

12 Understand the legal 89.3% 91.2%
responsibilities in mobile phone 
contracts

21 Identify the government 67.2% 67.9%
department to contact about 
a complaint

23 Identify intent behind email 79.2% 82.8%
letter allegedly from bank 
(email fraud)

Student results in the 
Financial Responsibility strand

Financial Responsibility
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Financial Competence assesses an individual’s ability

to manage money effectively and efficiently on a 

day-to-day basis. Students were asked a range of

questions on insurance policies, rental bonds and

income tax.

Sample question 

Approximately 40% of students could not answer

question 35 correctly showing poor numeracy skills.

Student results in the Financial Competency strand

also varied dramatically with over 95% of Year 9 and

10 students understanding the requirements of a

refund, but only 4% of Year 9 students and 8% of

Year 10 students being able to calculate foreign

exchange rates. 

From these figures it appears that the students

surveyed are aware of their consumer rights and 

feel confident to pursue the avenues that uphold

these rights. This confidence is limited to their life

experience and demonstrates that many students 

of this age have not been exposed to more complex

forms of consumerism or business such as investing

in shares or purchasing motor vehicles. The lack of

Financial Competence

Student results in the 
Financial Competence strand

Students Correct

Q Question Year Year 
no 9 10

3 Understand the requirements  95.2% 96.0%
for a refund

5 Make an appropriate choice 87.3% 88.6%
of insurance type

6 Interpret a financial  87.7% 90.4%
spreadsheet

10 Understand the costs of  85.2% 88.6%
entering SMS competitions

20 Identify cause of complaint 75.3% 77.7%

22 Calculate the best value 70.6% 74.4%

29 Understand the purpose  52.4% 58.4%
of a bond

32 Understand the responsibilities  74.6% 78.5%
of consumers

35 Calculate income tax payable 57.0% 64.7%

37 Understand the different 43.7% 51.4%
types of motor vehicle 
insurance cover 

40 Calculate depreciation of a  29.1% 34.3%
motor vehicle

41 Identify $110 was transferred  54.2% 59.6%
between financial accounts

43 Calculate dividend 17.3% 24.9%
reinvestment of 32 shares

45 Calculate amount needed for 4.1% 8.0%
foreign exchange was $561.45

numerical dexterity was also a strong reason behind

the low scores in this strand and again shows that

the students surveyed do not all possess the skills 

to be able to deal with these more complex issues.
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Financial Enterprise explores more creative and

innovative financial decisions in a range of personal,

business and economic situations. Students were

asked a range of questions such as the benefits of

owning one’s own business and ways to make a

business profitable.

Sample question 

90% of students could understand financial lexicon

sufficiently to answer question 15 correctly. However,

around 40% of students failed to recognise the

correct response to question 16.

Student aptitude in the Financial Enterprise strand

varied significantly for both Years 9 and 10. Students

were knowledgeable in the areas of marketing and

consumer charges but could not perform simple

calculations and were therefore unable to understand

the merits of business.

At Year 9 and 10 students would appear to be

susceptible to consumer based marketing and

advertising initiatives and while they understand the

impact of these campaigns they cannot relate this

back to the business structures that drive such

strategies. In addition, the lack of

numeracy skills in this group indicates

that they could be particularly at risk 

of making serious financial errors, as

indicated by the low scores obtained 

in question 42.

Financial Enterprise

Students Correct

Q Question Year Year
no 9 10

3 Determine internet 80.0% 84.0%
marketing strategies 

15 Understand correct 89.5% 91.0%
payment type 

16 Understand different types  58.4% 63.8%
of financial protection

33 Identify a reason for setting  51.6% 60.5%
up a business

42 Establish price required 17.3% 25.4%
to make a profit was $2.75

Student results in the Financial Enterprise strand
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For more information 
on the Commonwealth Bank Foundation 
visit commbank.com.au/foundation
email Foundation@cba.com.au or
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