
W hile financial advice is often thought of as smart sav-
ing strategies and retirement planning, useful only 

every so often, there is a case where the true value of advice 
shines. This case study looks at a pro bono case of one ad-
viser who wanted to help a family devastated by cancer and 
sinking under a sea of financial debt.

John & Sue Kay* are in their early 40s with three teenage 
children, one in her final year of schooling.  

It was during this time Sue was diagnosed with breast 
cancer which had metastisised to multiple locations in her 
body. Gravely ill and without the support of extended fam-
ily, John quit his job and became her full-time carer while 
taking on shifts when he was able to help the family survive. 

Financial adviser Craig Bigelow, from Melbourne’s Fi-
nancial Design for Life, joined the Cancer Council Pro 
Bono initiative some time ago so he could use his skills as 
an adviser to help those who were facing some of the life’s 
hardest challenges.

John and Sue were emotionally and financially unstable, 
having declared bankruptcy and being forced from their 
home as a result of their unpaid debts. 

Yet their financial woes were merely an additional burden 
as John’s own health was deteriorating as a result of his full-
time carer role for Sue and his part-time work. 

“When I met the Kay family, they were in a great deal 
of pain. Every member was under enormous pressure, and 
their financial worries were getting in the way of Sue con-
centrating on her own health,” said Bigelow. 
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A life threatening illness and building 
debt had left one family in a state 
of despair until they met a financial 
adviser through a pro bono initiative 
who helped them fight back through 
bankruptcy, massive debt and 
financial stress.
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Saving super
Firstly Bigelow requested copies of all of John and Sue’s 
superannuation funds. 

“In this process, I discovered that Sue had been setup 
with a superannuation fund through the part-time em-
ployment that she held prior to her illness. This fund had 
just $19 in the account and was about to be closed down 
due to the fact that insurance premiums were being de-
ducted from the fund.”

When he looked at the fund, Bigelow found the insur-
ance cover was $225,000 Life/TPD.

Knowing Sue no longer worked for the employer, 
the fund rules required a minimum account balance of 

$1,500 for individual accounts, which are created when 
the employer notifies the fund that the employer no long-
er works for them.

“With this in mind, I found the employer details and 
contacted the boss. I asked if he could please not exit Sue 
from the employer fund which he was happy to do,” said 
Bigelow. 

Once he agreed, Bigelow made an appointment that 
very day with John and Sue.

“There was an urgency to get some additional money 
into the account as the insurance would be lost in a week 
due to insufficient funds in the account.”

It was during this meeting he explained that he had 
found some superannuation but more importantly, 
found an insurance policy attached to this that they were 
both unaware of.

“As Sue had been given less than 12 months to live, I 
explained that I believed we may have a claim under the 
terminal illness rules of her life insurance. The impor-
tant thing that we needed to do was get some additional 
funds into the account to cover the insurance premi-
ums,” said Bigelow. 

John and Sue did not have any internet banking fa-
cilities so Bigelow called their bank with them and ex-
plained the situation. 

“We were able to get the bank to make a BPAY pay-
ment into the super fund which would buy us some 
time.”

Once this was done, Bigelow organised the terminal 
illness claim form to be emailed to him which he filled 
out as much of the basic information for Sue as possible. 

He then passed them onto the couple and went 
through the details with them which they then took away 
with them to complete, in addition to having input from 
Sue’s treating doctor and the specialist.

Once completed, they returned to Bigelow and dis-
cussed the next steps. 

“I rang the superannuation fund everyday to check on 
the progress of the claim and kept the Kay’s informed.”

After almost eight weeks of calls they received a deci-
sion that had rejected the claim.

“This was a devastating blow for the Kay family but 
we wouldn’t, and couldn’t, leave it at that.”

Having another look at the claim forms, Bigelow no-
ticed the doctor had incorrectly indicated a response on 
the form. He had indicated that the client did not have 
less than 12 months to live in a poorly worded tick box 
question and then written that he expected she would 
live between 6-12 months.

“I rang the doctor and discussed this with him and 
he had in fact misread the question and said he would 
complete another claim form.”

Once Bigelow had resubmitted a new claim form to 
the superannuation fund, he then had to wait again for 
their decision. 

“Again, I called everyday to chase the progress of the 
claim. Within six weeks I had a decision from the insurer 
which was positive for the client.”
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The quote

“Once I had the cheque 
in my hand I drove 
straight to the Kay’s home 
and hand delievered the 
cheque for $225,000 to 
her. This was the most 
rewarding experience of 
my six years of planning.”
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The insurer had said it would pay out 
her insurance benefits and account bal-
ance under the terminal illness rules.

“I drove out to the superannuation 
fund and picked up the cheque person-
ally from the claims department. Once 
I had the cheque in my hand I drove 
straight to the Kay’s home and hand 
delievered the cheque for $225,000 to 
her.

“This was the most rewarding expe-
rience of my six years of planning.”

Financial health check
Since receiving the cheque, the Kay’s 
have found a place to live and even flew 
Sue’s mother from overseas to help care 
for her.

“The emotional assistance this alone 
gave the whole family was almost rea-
son enough for this case, the help hav-
ing her mother there for everyone in the 
Kay family made an immediate differ-
ence.” 

With the arrival of Sue’s mother, 
John returned to full-time work and re-
building his career.

“Just after he returned, John was of-
fered a great opportunity and is now in 
a job which could see him earning just 
under $1 million per annum, making 
him my biggest client but also guaran-
teeing their financial security for the 
future.”

Not content to just hand over the 
cheque, Bigelow went with the Kay’s 
to Centrelink to ensure they knew and 
understood the payment.

“I wanted to be absolutely sure this 
didn’t impact on their Centrelink pay-
ments. I also checked the bankruptcy 
legislation and found this payout can-
not be touched by the creditors. I even 
had this put in writing to just guarantee 
there would be no hiccups for the Kay 
family.”

Bigelow also introduced the Kay 
family to an insolvency lawyer who is 
working to get them out of bankruptcy.

Inside versus outside 
super
In this case, Sue would have found it 
easier should the insurance have been 
held outside of superannuation. 

“There are two key parts of this 
case, there is the Terminal Illness claim 
which requires the client to be given 
less than 12 months to live by two doc-
tors – a specialist and her treating doc-
tor,” said Bigelow. 

“This part of the case would be ex-
actly the same whether the cover be 
held inside or outside of superannua-
tion.”

Bigelow said there was also the ques-
tion of the trustee releasing the funds.

“With this cover through super, once 
the insurer had approved the claim, this 
then had to be sent back to the trustees 
of the super fund who had to meet and 
decide whether they would payout the 
claim. The trustees meet once a month 
which again held up this claim.”

In saying this, as Sue did not even 
know that she had this cover, and given 
the fact she was bankrupt, Bigelow said 
he would find it difficult to see how 
they could have afforded to have insur-
ance cover any other way than through 
superannuation due to affordability. 

“It is important to make clients 
aware of the differences and potential 
issues around the ownership of insur-
ance – it is not all to do with cash flow!”

Advice structure
Bigelow spent over 80 hours on this 
case and due to the client’s situation, 
there were no fees payable for the work 
done.

As they get back on their feet and 
their finances settle, Bigelow said he 
intends to transition the clients onto a 
fee for advice package – this however 
will not be done until they are well and 
truly grounded again.

“The best news out of this whole 
thing is that after a mastectomy, Sue is 
doing really well – we speak regularly 
and she is feeling a lot better.”  fs

* Names changed to protect identity 
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