
SMSF Ethics
It’s not all about you

Bryan Ashenden
Head of Financial Literacy & Advocacy, BT
February 2026



• It’s about you (partially)

• Are you biased?

• Biases in ethical decision 
making

• But it’s not all about you

• Are biases good or bad?



It’s about you (partially)
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• Financial Services Royal Commissions brought ethics and financial services industry under the 
microscope

• Ethics Code for financial advisers was already under development at time of FSRC
• Originally a PJC recommendation from GFC

• Ethics is not a new concept for financial advisers
• FAAA
• SMSFA
• Accounting bodies

Ethics and you



• You and your heavily pregnant partner are camping, about 30 mins away from nearest town.
• Your partner suddenly screams and claims to have been bitten by a snake. You do notice some 

swelling on their arm, although cannot see a snake.
• Would you:

• Call 000 and follow their instructions (they have said the wait for an ambulance is about 60 
mins)?

• Drive your partner to the nearest hospital (about 40 min drive in normal conditions)?
• Drive your partner to the nearest hospital (getting there in about 20 mins if speed etc)?
• Do whatever your partner says?
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Consider the following scenario, and what would you actually do?



• Frameworks and theories to guide decision making
• Virtue ethics
• Deontological
• Teleological
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Ethics and you



Which framework / theory guides your decision making process as a financial adviser?
a) Virtue ethics?
b) Deontological?
c) Teleological?
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Poll question



Are you biased?
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• They may be conscious or unconscious

• They can frame who you are and how you act (or react)

• They are not necessarily bad and may not lead you to making incorrect decisions
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Biases are a natural part of life



Biases in ethical decision making
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• Partisanship

• Rationalisation

• Implicit or unconscious bias

• Ethical blindness

• Ethical fading
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Biases in ethical decision making



• Have you ever found yourself exhibiting one of these biases?
• Does exhibiting a bias mean that you have made the wrong decision when faced with an ethical 

dilemma?
• Does exhibiting a bias mean that you could have made a better decision when faced with an 

ethical dilemma?
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Consider the following questions



• You share an office with an accounting firm and have done so since your business began over 10 
years ago. 

• You have a lot of mutual clients and cross referrals (no referral fees).
• It has come to your attention that another accounting practice offers a very similar service for a 

cheaper price.

What ethical issues arise?
What would you do in this situation?

Scenario 1



But it’s not all about you
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• Affinity biases

• Over-confidence

• Under-confidence

• Partisanship

• Halo effect (or horns effect)

Client biases that can impact their choices



• Husband and wife have kept their finances separate, including having a separate SMSF each. 
• Her SMSF had her and him as individual trustees. 
• His SMSF had him and son from a previous marriage as individual trustees, and son has a nil 

balance.
• Husband has now died, with $2M in the SMSF that under a valid nomination is to be paid to her in 

the form of a pension. She has stepped in as his LPR on his SMSF.
• You haven’t ever advised his SMSF in the past. She now wants the death benefit pension rolled 

over to her SMSF. She doesn’t want the son involved in any way.

What ethical issues arise?
What would you do in this situation?

Scenario 2



• Deceased made a non-binding nomination over their super to their children.
• Your client (the deceased's spouse) has since become the administrator of the estate.
• They have asked you if they could make a personal claim on the super death benefit now?

What ethical considerations arise?
What would you do?

Scenario 3



• You notice your client appears to be less joyful than usual
• After continued discussion with your client, you discover that your client is feeling unhappy due to 

their physical appearance and wants to undergo a range of surgical procedures, including dental 
procedures, rhinoplasty and gastric band surgery.

• Your client has heard that it may be possible to access their super for these procedures (from a 
friend who had similar surgery paid for from their super)

What advice would you give to this client about accessing their super?
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Scenario 4



You have a client that has their own SMSF.
The administrator of the fund has brought to your attention that the client (who is below retirement 
age) appears to have received a $10,000 payment from their SMSF.
When asked what the payment was for, your client states that they took the money out as they 
believed they were in a position of financial hardship, and they had heard that access to their super 
was available on these grounds.
As their adviser, you have concerns about whether this is the case or not.

What (if any) ethical considerations arise?
What would you do?
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Scenario 5



• Your client Alice (age 66) as recently sold a property that satisfies all the downsizer eligibility 
criteria and receives proceeds of $5,000,000

• You recommend Alice make a downsizer contribution, however she questions whether this is the 
right thing to do. She is not actually ‘downsizing’ as she intends to cruise around the world 
indefinitely

What ethical issues (if any) arise?
What advice would you give?

Does the intent of the legislation have any bearing on your decision?
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Scenario 6
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Which conflicts matter?

Vested
Interests ActualPotentialPerceived



Are biases good or bad?
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BT Technical Services team 
support services are available to 
registered BT Panorama users 
only (and their support staff).  

If you don’t have access to the 
BT Panorama mobile app, 
please reach out to your BT 
Business Development 
Manager. 

Technical Team

Email:
technical@btfinancialgroup.com

Call:
Login to the BT Panorama 
mobile app > Contact BT > Ask 
our Technical team > Call BT 
Technical team. 

(8:30am – 6:00pm AET Mon – Fri)



This presentation has been prepared by BT a part of Westpac Banking Corporation ABN 33 007 457 141 AFSL 233714 (‘BT’) and is for 
general information only.  Every effort has been made to ensure that it is accurate, however it is not intended to be a complete description 
of the matters described.  The presentation has been prepared without taking into account any personal objectives, financial situation or 
needs.  It does not contain and is not to be taken as containing any securities advice or securities recommendation.  Furthermore, it is not 
intended that it be relied on by recipients for the purpose of making investment decisions and is not a replacement of the requirement for 
individual research or professional tax advice.  BT does not give any warranty as to the accuracy, reliability or completeness of information 
which is contained in this presentation.  Except insofar as liability under any statute cannot be excluded, BT and its directors, employees and 
consultants do not accept any liability for any error or omission in this presentation or for any resulting loss or damage suffered by the 
recipient or any other person.  Unless otherwise noted, BT is the source of all charts; and all performance figures are calculated using exit to 
exit prices and assume reinvestment of income, take into account all fees and charges but exclude the entry fee.  It is important to note that 
past performance is not a reliable indicator of future performance. 

This document was accompanied by an oral presentation and is not a complete record of the discussion held.

This presentation has been prepared for the information of financial advisers only and must not be copied, used, reproduced or otherwise 
distributed or made available to any retail client or third party, or attributed to BT or any other company in the Westpac Group.

For more information, please call BT Customer Relations on 132 135 8:00am to 6:30pm (Sydney time) 

Disclaimer
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