
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

AFFORDABILITY OF ESSENTIAL 

COMMUNICATIONS SERVICES 

A QUALITATIVE RESEARCH STUDY  

FINAL REPORT  

JULY 2014 

 

  

 

 

 

Prepared for: Ofcom 

   Riverside House 

   2A Southwark Bridge Road 

   London SE1 9HA 

www.futuresight.co.uk 
 

http://www.futuresight.co.uk/


 

Contents 
 

1. INTRODUCTION 3 

1.1 Background 3 

1.2 Research objectives 3 

1.3 Consultation with key industry stakeholders 4 

1.4 Method and Sampling 4 

1.5 A note on Method 7 

1.6 Approaching the subject and the use of techniques and exercises 8 

1.7 A note on interpretation, analysis and reporting of qualitative data 9 

   

2. SUMMARY 10 

   

3. ESSENTIAL COMMUNICATION SERVICES 19 

3.1 Context:  Overall perceptions of communication services 19 

3.2 Communication devices and services that people use 22 

3.3 The Individual and Societal Perspective 32 

3.3.1 Telephony:  Making and receiving calls (from any device) 33 

3.3.2 Fixed telephony:  Landline at home for voice 34 

3.3.3 Fixed telephony:  Landline at work for voice 35 

3.3.4 Fixed telephony:  Public Payphone 35 

3.3.5 Fixed telephony:  Directory Enquiries via Landline, Mobile or Internet 36 

3.3.6 Fixed telephony:  Directory Enquiries in print (BT Phonebook) 37 

3.3.7 Mobile telephony:  Voice & text 38 

3.3.8 Itemised billing (from any kind of phone account) 39 

3.3.9 Internet access (from any device) including email 39 

3.3.10 Internet access via a fixed broadband connection in the home 42 

3.3.11 Internet access via laptop / PC 43 

3.3.12 Public access to the Internet 44 

3.3.13 Mobile broadband – smartphones and tablets 45 

3.3.14 Mobile broadband – apps / applications 47 

3.3.15 Broadcast media – Free-to-air TV and Public Radio 47 

3.3.16 Broadcast media – Pay TV 48 

 1 



 

 
 

4. AFFORDABILITY OF ESSENTIAL COMMUNICATION SERVICES 50 

4.1 Context:  The backdrop to affordability 50 

4.2 The affordability of communication services 52 

4.2.1 Whether people perceive communication services as affordable 54 

4.2.2 What the consequences are of buying essential communication services 59 

4.2.3 Unaffordability that prevents or limits access to communication services 63 

   

5. APPENDICES – ESSENTIAL COMMUNICATION SERVICES 67 

5.1 Approach adopted in the interviews and discussions 67 

5.2 Communication devices and services shown to participants 80 

5.3 Recruitment and screening of participants 81 

5.4 Locations sampled 92 

5.5 Detailed sample achieved 92 

   

6. APPENDICES – AFFORDABILITY OF ESSENTIAL COMMUNICATION SERVICES 95 

6.1 Approach adopted in the interviews and discussions 95 

6.2 Communication devices and services shown to participants 106 

6.3 Recruitment and screening of participants 106 

6.4 Locations sampled 118 

6.5 Detailed sample achieved 118 

   

7. APPENDICES – STAKEHOLDER PARTICIPATION 121 

7.1 Details of the participating stakeholders 121 

7.2 Approach in the interviews 123 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 2 



 

1. Introduction 
 
1.1 Background 

In August, 2013, Ofcom commissioned Futuresight to conduct exploratory qualitative research 

among consumers.  This research was designed to explore views on: 

 

1. ‘Essential’ communication services and what these are for the UK population currently 

(with a view to identifying criteria to assist Ofcom in defining ‘essential services’1); 

2. The affordability of ‘essential’ services, identified in this study, among low-income 

consumers for whom affordability may be an issue. 

 

Through greater understanding of the above, the overall aim of the research was to understand 

how, if at all, affordability is a barrier to participation in the use of ‘essential services’ for some 

consumer groups. 

 

This report presents the findings of the study. 

 

1.2 Research objectives 

The overall aims of this study were: 

• To explore and assess what ‘essential services’ means and under what circumstances these 

services are regarded as ‘essential’ for participation in society, i.e.,: 

o What functions do communication services enable individuals to carry out? 

o What, if any, substitutes are there for these services?  Are these substitutes adequate and 

appropriate? 

o What, if any, are the potential consequences or detriments if these services are not used or less 

often used? 

o How device-dependent are ‘essential services’?  Or, is it the same service, available across 

different devices, that is ‘essential’? 

o What, if any, relationship exists between frequency of use of a service and whether a service is 

essential? 

o What distinctions are there between personal needs that can be defined as ‘essential’ versus 

those that are regarded as ‘essential’ for the well-being of society as a whole? 

o How does the definition of ‘essential’ vary, if at all, across different people in terms of age, 

income, socio-economic status and location? 

 

 

1 The main communication services reviewed in this study comprised fixed telephony and fixed broadband (in the home, 

work and public place), mobile telephony and mobile broadband. The study also included consideration of broadcast 

media (Pay TV, Freeview and radio). Please see Appendix 5.2 for a complete list of devices and services covered in this 

study. 
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• To explore and assess the affordability of ‘essential’ services among those that are more 

likely to face issues of affordability, i.e.,: 

o What is the affordability of ‘essential’ communication services identified in this study? 

o In what circumstances, if any, are communication services unaffordable? 

o How and to what extent is unaffordability a barrier to frequency of use and actual take-up of 

services? 

o How, if at all, are substitutes used to offset any barriers to access that unaffordability might 

create? 

o More generally, what, if anything, is the consequence or detriment of not using or conversely 

making full use of ‘essential services’ as a result of unaffordability? 

 

• By way of context, to understand: 

o What, over time, has changed and evolved in the definition of ‘essential’, as well as what may 

continue to change 

o How communication services compare with other services and utilities in terms of their relative 

importance 

o What unaffordability means in the communication services market generally, drawing on 

comparisons with non-essential communication services as well as other services and utilities 

to determine their relative affordability 

o How affordability of communication services has evolved over time and how this may continue 

to change. 

 

Further detail of how these objectives were addressed in this study may be found in Appendices 

5.1 and 6.1. 

 

1.3 Consultation with key industry stakeholders 

In addition to the above research objectives, Ofcom wanted to include the views of key industry 

stakeholders, therefore the study included an element of consultation with a range of relevant 

policy decision-makers who could give an informed view on what is essential, along with the 

affordability of communication services in relation to people in vulnerable situations.  This 

comprised a total of 5 in-depth telephone interviews, and covered the main topics above related 

to essential communication services and affordability.  Details of participating stakeholders2 are 

provided in Appendix 7 and their commentary is included in the relevant parts of this report. 

 

1.4   Method and Sampling 

Given the exploratory nature of this study, a qualitative approach was used that combined focus 

group discussions and in-depth, in-home interviews:  16 groups and 90 individual interviews in 

total. 

2 We wish to thank participating stakeholders for their help and cooperation, and for allowing us to attribute comments 

made on behalf of their organisations.  
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For the initial phase on ‘essential’ communication services, we conducted eight focus groups (with 

an average of 8 people per group), and 54 in-depth, in-home interviews.  For the discussion on 

affordability, we conducted a further eight focus groups (with an average of 6 people per group) 

and 36 in-depth, in-home interviews.  

 

In all, this study comprised a total of 207 participants. These participants were drawn from a 

range of backgrounds including those on low incomes.  The fieldwork was conducted in 21 

locations3 across the four UK nations. These locations were selected to ensure geographical 

coverage in very urban, urban, rural and very rural locations. 

 

Phase 1:  Essential Communication Services 

The overall sample for phase 1 was based on the UK adult population, covering all four nations 

(England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland). Within this, a number of key sample variables 

were included to ensure that specific minority subgroups were adequately represented.  The 

general UK adult population was conducted in the form of eight focus groups.  These were 

sampled across all four nations using the variables of location, life-stage and socio-economic 

status, as follows: 

  Socio-Economic Groups: 

  ABC1 C2DE 

Li
fe

-s
ta

g
e 

Young single (16-24 year olds) Group 1 Group 2 

Pre-family (25-34 year olds) Group 3 Group 4 

Family (25 to 49 year olds) Group 5 Group 6 

Post family / older independents (50+) 
Group 7 Group 8 

Retirees (65-74 and 75+year olds)  

 

Within each of the above focus groups, the following variables were allowed to fall out naturally 

(albeit monitored during recruitment to ensure a minimum coverage): 

o Income levels 

o Ethnic minorities 

o Full-time, part-time and non-working status 

o People living with a disability 

o Internet access levels, including a minority (particularly in the older age-groups) who have 

no Internet access at home. 

3 Please see Appendix 5.4 for a detailed breakdown of the locations sampled in each of the four nations, and how ‘Very 

Urban’, ‘Urban’, ‘Rural’ and ‘Very Rural’ are defined. 
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In addition to the general UK population sample above, a total of 54 in-depth, in-home interviews 

were conducted across the four nations among specific minorities, as follows: 

  Location4 

  Very urban Urban Rural Very rural 

Sp
ecific m

inorities 

Aged 75+ 2 2 2 2 8 

Aged 65-74 2 2 2 2 8 

Aged 16-24 2 2 2 2 8 

Younger unemployed 2 2 2 2 8 

Middle-aged unemployed 2 2 2 2 8 

Disabled or housebound 2 2 2 2 8 

Ethnic minorities 2 2 2 0 6 

 Total: 14 14 14 12 54 

Internet 

usag
e

5 

Broad Internet users 3 3 3 2 

Medium Internet users 4 4 4 4 

Narrow Internet users 3 3 3 3 

Non-Internet users 4 4 4 3 

 

All in-depth, in home interview participants above were low income6 except those living with a 

disability where a mix of low, medium and high incomes were represented.   

 

Phase 2: Affordability of Essential Communication Services 

The second phase of the research focused on affordability.  The sample was based on those for 

whom affordability of communication services may be a particular issue.  As such, all in the sample 

for Phase 2 were low-income consumers7. 

 

In general, low-income consumers’ views were gathered during eight focus groups using the 

variables of location and life-stage, as follows: 

  Location6 

  Urban Rural 

Li
fe

-s
ta

g
e 

Young single (16-24 year olds) Group 1 Group 2 

Pre-family (25-34 year olds) Group 3 Group 4 

Family (25 to 49 year olds) Group 5 Group 6 

Post family / older independents (50+) 
Group 7 Group 8 

Retirees (65-74 and 75+year olds)  

 

4 Please see Appendix 5.4 for how ‘Very Urban’, ‘Urban’, ‘Rural’ and ‘Very Rural’ are defined. 
5 ‘Narrow’ refers to people who do not regularly use the Internet or have a narrow range of use.  It is defined by Ofcom’s 

Media Literacy Audit as those who carry out 1-6 out of 18 types of online activity, and comprise around 21% of all 

Internet users.  ‘Medium’ is defined as 7-10 types of online activity and ‘Broad’ is defined as 11 or more. 
6 Low income was defined as those with 70% of the median household income before housing costs, adjusted for the size 

of household using the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) equivalence scales, and coding 

people who can’t afford to do at least one activity on a list of typical activities.  Please see Appendix 5.3 for more detail. 
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In addition to the above, a total of 36 in-depth, in-home interviews were conducted across the 

four nations among specific low income minorities, as follows: 
  Location 

  Very urban Urban Rural Very rural 

Sp
ecific m

inorities 

Aged 75+ 1 1 0 1 3 

Aged 65-74 1 1 1 1 4 

Aged 18-24 independents 1 1 2 1 5 

Younger unemployed 1 1 1 2 5 

Middle-aged unemployed 2 1 1 2 6 

Low income employed (aged 25-55) 1 1 1 2 5 

Low income disabled or housebound 1 2 1 1 5 

Recent immigrants 1 1 1 0 3 

 Total: 9 9 9 9 36 

Internet 

usag
e 

Broad Internet users 2 2 2 2 

Medium or Narrow Internet users 3 3 3 3 

Non-Internet users 4 4 4 4 

 

1.5 A note on Method 

A qualitative approach was considered to be the best approach given the in-depth, exploratory 

nature of the research objectives.  It allows us to probe deeply and to vary our questioning 

appropriately in relation to how individual participants respond, and to ensure that each response 

is fully expressed and understood.  This also gives participants the freedom to express the issues 

that are most important to them and not be restricted as they might be by the use of a 

structured questionnaire.  A qualitative approach was particularly appropriate for this study in 

allowing us to sensitively separate out what participants felt to be essential as opposed to 

discretionary for their participation in society and in the marketplace, and to assess how this may 

be determined by low income and other forms of absolute and relative personal and social 

disadvantage. 

 

The focus groups conducted at each phase were each 1¾ hours in length.  The individual, in-

home interviews at both phases were 90 minutes in length. 

 

The interactive and discursive nature of groups is ideal when there is a need to seek consensus 

and develop ideas, and focus groups were used for parts of the population that were easier to 

reach.  However, the objectives demanded an understanding of the issues from an individual 

household perspective and the particular set of circumstances that dictate essential needs. 

Therefore, for this study, an emphasis was placed on individual interviewing to ensure that we 

achieved a representative sample of harder-to-reach users (particularly those living in very rural 

locations).   
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Of great importance with our individual interviewing was face-to-face contact – to allow us to 

include an ethnographical7 element into the research.  We needed to observe the conditions in 

which key population groups live, watch how participants use communication services to directly 

observe behaviours that determine needs and dependencies.  Individual interviewing also gave us 

more flexibility and precision in our sampling which put us in a better position to identify any 

similarities and differences between sub-groups.   

 

These ethnographic interviews were conducted by skilled qualitative researchers to offset any 

potential sensitivity around low income and affordability.  These same issues were also, of course, 

discussed in the groups by ensuring that the moderation was managed sensitively and 

appropriately. 

 

 

1.6   Approaching the subject and the use of techniques and exercises 
 

Phase 1:  Essential Communication Services 

For Phase 1, it was critical to identify what an ‘essential communication service’ was in a way that 

avoids directly asking participants to define it.  Our approach was designed to avoid two kinds of 

self-reporting error: 

• Type 1:  A tendency for participants to overstate what they want, rather than what they 

actually need 

• Type 2:  A tendency to understate what they need, perhaps because (variously) they 

don’t currently have access to a particular service, use the service less frequently, don’t 

understand what functions it serves, or consider it to be unaffordable. 

 

To do this, we relied on indirect methods that included behavioural observation, questioning that 

compared reported behaviour with what we observed, and a set of exercises, including a pre-task, 

that elicited descriptions of actions taken in relation to particular real-world scenarios.  We 

supplemented this with more direct forms of questioning in the interview itself and via exercises 

that ranked various services in terms of what is useful, what is important and what is essential. 

 

All research materials used in this study are included in Appendices 5.2 and 6.2.  These materials 

show in greater depth how the various topics and issues were covered and the qualitative 

techniques used. 

 

7 Ethnography is the study of social interactions, behaviours, and perceptions that occur within groups, teams, 

organisations, and communities. Our aim was to include an element of this by providing rich, holistic insights into people’s 

views and actions, as well as the nature of the location and house they live in, through the collection of detailed 

observations and interviews. 
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1.7   A note on interpretation, analysis and reporting of qualitative data 
 
It is important to note that the findings of this report are not statistically representative of the 

views of the general public. Qualitative research is designed to be illustrative, detailed and 

exploratory and provides insight into the perceptions, feelings and behaviours of people rather 

than conclusions drawn from a robust, quantifiably valid sample.  

 

The perceptions of participants make up a considerable proportion of the evidence in this study, 

and it is important to remember that although such perceptions may not always be factually 

accurate, they represent the truth for those who hold these views. 

 

As far as possible we have stated the prevalence of feeling about a particular point across the 

participants, although in some cases it has not been possible to provide a precise or robust 

indication of the prevalence of a view, due to the small numbers of participants taking part in the 

research or within individual segments.  This is a generally accepted characteristic of qualitative 

research. 
 

Verbatim comments have been used throughout this report to help illustrate and highlight key 

findings. Where verbatim quotes are used, they have been anonymised and attributed with 

relevant characteristics of user-type and location. 

For example:  Male, unemployed 44 year old, Belfast. 

 

The verbatim comments we have included reflect both spontaneous views and views after 

deliberation, and where relevant we have indicated which types of views are represented. The 

comments can be taken to reflect genuine views held by participants. 

 

This qualitative report is being published alongside a separate phase of qualitative research. The 

key findings from this can also be found in a separate report located in the Market Data and 

Research section of Ofcom’s website – http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-

research/market-research/.  While the qualitative research methods involve discussion within a 

group and provide highly considered opinions, the quantitative research is based on initial 

personal views without the influence of others. Therefore, some differences may be noted 

between the quantitative and qualitative findings. 
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2. Summary 

 

In August, 2013, Ofcom commissioned Futuresight to conduct exploratory qualitative research.  

This research included a specific focus on low income households.  It was designed to explore the 

affordability of communication services essential for participation.  To do so, the research first 

sought views on which communication services are essential for participation in society8. The 

research then explored the affordability of these ‘essential’ communication services among low-

income consumers for whom affordability may be more likely to be an issue.  Through greater 

understanding of the above, the overall aim of the research was to understand how, if at all, 

affordability is a barrier to participation in the use of ‘essential communication services’ for some 

consumer groups.  This report presents the findings of the study.  A summary of the key findings 

is as follows: 

 

THE RELATIVE IMPORTANCE OF COMMUNICATION SERVICES 

Consumers ranked the importance of communication services alongside other ‘key’ essential 

services, like household utilities.  These services were ranked highly because they allowed 

consumers to maintain active participation in society.  They were not always (or just) essential for 

physical survival. 

 

WHAT ‘ESSENTIAL’ MEANS FOR COMMUNICATION SERVICES 

In the group discussions and interviews, there was a broad consensus on what ‘essential’ meant in 

relation to communication services, to them as individuals and to what they viewed as essential for 

society as a whole.  At face value, it meant not being able to live or function without it, in one or 

more of the following different contexts: 

• Safety, and access to emergency services 

• Communication and social inclusion 

• Access to information, education and entertainment 

• Economic livelihood. 

At a considered level, across these four categories, ‘essential’ varied in its meaning, from ‘absolute 

need’, such as a life and death situation, to a need to communicate and seek information using 

the same methods as others for social contact and work.  

 

8 The main communication services reviewed in this study comprised fixed telephony, fixed broadband (in the home, work 

and public place), mobile telephony and mobile broadband. The study also included consideration of broadcast media 

(Pay TV, Freeview and radio). Please see Appendix 5.2 for a complete list of devices and services covered in this study. 
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COMMUNICATION DEVICES AND SERVICES  

People varied in the devices, features and services they used to enable the essential functions 

described above.  This depended in part on their preference and capability and in part on what 

was actually available and accessible to them in terms of alternatives and their affordability.  

Six sub-groups were identified in this research in terms of the devices they preferred to use, the 

profiles of consumers and their device and service usage.  These were: 

 

1. Landline Loyalists:  Users of fixed telephony only 

2. Landline Plus:  Users of fixed telephony and mobile telephony for voice and text 

3. Proxy Users:  Users of fixed and mobile telephony plus the Internet via a proxy 

4. Majority Fixed Internet: Fixed and mobile telephony, plus fixed Internet access 

5. Majority Fixed & Mobile Internet:  Fixed Internet access, mobile telephony and mobile 

broadband 

6. Mobile Device Loyalists:  Mobile telephony and mobile broadband only 

 

People in the Landline Loyalists and Landline Plus segments appeared unwilling or unlikely to 

change and had relatively low, narrow needs that were met by their narrower use of 

communication services, i.e., largely landline phones.  

 

The remaining segments appeared to be changing and evolving, particularly in relation to the 

development of mobile broadband and the use of smartphones and tablets for Internet access.  

Typically, these segments had more complex needs that were served by a mix of services and 

devices.  
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WHAT IS ESSENTIAL TO ALL OR MOST INDIVIDUALS, AND IS OF MOST VALUE TO ALL OR MOST IN 

SOCIETY? 

Service Individual value Societal value 

 
To whom? Why? For whom? Why? 

Making and 

receiving calls: 

• Everyone 

• The strongest 

level of 

consensus 

• Personal conversation in real 

time 

• Aids explanation and 

understanding 

• Facilitates personal contact 

and connection with friends 

and family at a distance 

• Provides certainty of getting 

an immediate response in an 

emergency 

• Virtually all in 

society 

• Brings people and communities 

together 

• Reduces social isolation and 

improves well-being 

• Allows emergency services to 

operate effectively 

• Some felt that it helped business 

and improved the economy 

(more scope for understanding 

of needs through dialogue) 

Mobile phone 

for making and 

receiving calls: 

• The vast majority 

who have a 

mobile phone 

• As above, when on the move 

• Also, increasingly, when at 

home, instead of a landline 

phone 

• Virtually all in 

society 

• As above, when on the move 

 

Mobile phone 

for text and 

messaging 

• The vast majority 

who have a 

mobile phone 

• Text is essential to Landline 

Plus and Proxy users who 

have no access to other 

forms of messaging 

• Text is important as an 

alternative to Instant 

Messaging, for most others 

(with a smartphone) when no 

broadband (3G) connectivity 

is available  

• Virtually all in 

society 

• As above, when on the move, in 

situations where voice is not 

viable (i.e., recipient not 

answering to voice) 

Internet access 

(via any device) 

– including 

email: 

• The majority, 

including Proxy 

Users9 

• Increases social interaction 

• Enables instant access to 

information 

• Is educational 

• Vital for finding work and 

making a living 

• Also, because of the great 

extent to which others use 

the same method for 

communication and 

transactions 

• Most in 

society 

•  Society and commerce is not 

able to function without it 

•  Is part of the ‘fabric’ of everyday 

life 

•  A major expectation from and of  

others to participate 

•  Hard to imagine how the 

economy could  

survive without it 

(Some, particularly non-users, were 

more sceptical of its societal value, 

but broadly accepted that it was 

‘inevitable’ for the economy and for 

society (now) to function). 

Continued . . .

9 Proxy Users did not access the Internet themselves.  Instead, they were inclined to occasionally ask others (i.e., a relative, 

friend or colleague) to access the Internet on their behalf  
 12 

                                                      
 
 



 

 

Service Individual value Societal value 

 To whom? Why? For whom? Why? 

Broadcast 

free-to-air 

TV 

• The vast majority in 

the sample 

• Essential to most for ready 

access to information, 

education and entertainment 

• Provides a vital form of 

relaxation and stimulation 

• Essential to the socially 

isolated in providing 

companionship and a window 

on the world 

• All in society 

• High consensus that it is a 

powerful ‘force for good’ 

• Delivers news and information to 

‘everyone’ 

• Breaks down barriers in society 

• Reduces ignorance, prejudice and 

stereotypes 

• Reduces domestic and 

community tensions 

 

WHAT IS ESSENTIAL TO MANY, BUT NOT ALL INDIVIDUALS AND OF VALUE TO MANY, BUT NOT ALL 

IN SOCIETY? 

 

Service Individual value Societal value 

 To whom? Why? For whom? Why? 

Fixed 

Internet 

access in the 

home: 

• The majority 

• Essential for many, for speed, 

reliability and broadband 

capability, given no viable 

alternative. 

• Not essential to all, given the 

alternative availability of a 

fast, reliable mobile 

broadband connection at 

home. 

• Many in 

society 

• Currently, the most reliable 

means of ensuring that all in 

society have access to the 

Internet 

• Provides reliable access among 

those who are unable to obtain 

a fast, reliable, mobile 

broadband connection. 

 

Mobile 

Internet 

access: 

• The majority 

• Essential to increasing 

numbers who benefit 

significantly from access 

‘anywhere’ 

• Not essential to all given 

ready access to a fixed 

Internet connection at home 

(or elsewhere) – and who 

said they found fixed internet 

to be faster and more 

reliable 

• Increasing 

numbers in 

society 

• A vital means of access outside 

of the home in areas where 

there is a reliable connection 

• Essential to some low income 

consumers who find the cost of 

a fixed internet connection in 

the home to be unaffordable 

Landline at 

work for 

voice: 

• All who are 

employed / working 

in a fixed location 

• Better quality / more certain 

reliability 

• Landline numbers remain 

essential for business success, 

via perceptions of 

permanence and 

trustworthiness 

• Many in 

society 

•  A broad consensus that all in 

society benefit, directly or 

indirectly, in terms of economic 

success and prosperity. 
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WHAT IS ESSENTIAL TO SOME OR A FEW INDIVIDUALS, AND TO SOME OR A FEW IN SOCIETY? 

 

Service Individual value Societal value 

 
To whom? Why? For whom? Why? 

Landline 

telephone at 

home: 

• Essential to  

particular key 

minorities who are 

unable / unwilling 

to use a mobile 

(e.g., the elderly and 

those with certain 

disabilities) 

• Reliable 

• Certain – ensures an 

immediate response in an 

emergency 

• Essential for social contact 

and inclusion for those with 

no any alternative, i.e., little 

or no access to a mobile 

phone or public payphone. 

•  A wider 

community 

who have 

contact with 

these 

minorities 

• Safety and social inclusion 

among those who: 

o Have no alternative means of 

making and receiving calls 

o Need to contact friends and 

relatives who have only the 

use of a landline at home (in 

the UK and abroad). 

• For social contact and inclusion, 

seen by many to be essential for 

the wider community to have 

access to these minorities. 

Public access 

to the 

Internet: 

• A minority of low 

income, 

unemployed and 

recent immigrants 

• Also essential for 

access to new 

Internet users who 

have no other 

alternative method 

of access 

•  An essential need to go online 

(e.g., claiming benefits) 

•  No other alternative method is 

available 

•  No other affordable method is 

available 

•  Key minorities 

•  A perceived positive role that 

libraries in particular were seen to 

play in the community, in making 

Internet access more widely 

available and encouraging non-

users to go online. 

Public radio: 

• Essential to a 

minority (typically 

older, more 

traditional who 

spend more time in 

the home) and 

especially the 

visually impaired 

• Essential for ready access to 

information, education and 

entertainment 

• Provides a vital form of 

relaxation and stimulation 

•  Essential to the socially 

isolated in providing 

companionship and a window 

on the world 

• Key minorities, 

plus a wider 

majority who 

access radio 

when TV (or 

other 

alternatives are 

not available, 

e.g., when in 

the car) 

• Like TV, strong consensus that it 

is a powerful ‘force for good’ 

• Delivers news and information to 

‘everyone’ 

Public 

payphone: 

• Very few in the 

sample who do not 

make use of a 

mobile phone 

• Little, if any, importance to 

most 

• High importance for a very 

few in rare circumstances, i.e., 

an emergency.  For these few 

people, it was seen as a 

‘safety net’ given the lack of 

access to a mobile phone. 

• Key minorities 

•  A ‘safety net’, in an emergency, 

for those who have no other 

means of communication. 

•  A broad consensus that it has very 

low societal value for most, in 

most circumstances, given the 

alternatives available (i.e., mobile 

phone). 
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WHAT IS NOT ESSENTIAL TO ALL OR MOST INDIVIDUALS AND TO SOCIETY? 

 

Service Individual value Societal value 

 Why not essential? Why not essential? 

Itemised 

billing 

•  Not felt by most to be necessary, unless in dispute 

with their provider 

•  Unless in dispute, itemisation is seen widely to be 

a nice to have, not an essential 

• Not seen widely to be of value to society to provide 

itemised billing as a blanket provision 

• Essential instead for all in society to have access on 

demand, in order to resolves disputes 

• Some mentioned that this was important in increasing 

trust (between customer and provider) 

Directory 

Enquiries 

•  Multiple alternatives exist 

•  Not seen to be essential to provide via landline or 

mobile 

• Multiple alternatives exist 

The BT 

Phonebook 

•  Most participants claim that this is unnecessary 

•  Multiple alternatives exist 

• A broad consensus that it has low value to society 

because consumers can use alternative services 

• Of possible value to some by making it available on 

demand 

 

 

THE AFFORDABILITY OF ESSENTIAL COMMUNICATION SERVICES AMONG LOW INCOME CONSUMERS 
 

The key issues of affordability assessed in this study were as follows: 

1. Whether people perceived communication services as affordable 

2. What the consequences10 were of buying essential communication services 

3. Whether and to what extent unaffordability prevented or limited participation. 

 

These issues are summarised in the sections overleaf. 

10 By ‘consequences’, we mean sources of “undue hardship” that may result from having to buy essential communication 

services.  Affordability issues mentioned by participants were debt and the need to develop coping mechanisms of various 

kinds, e.g., ‘juggling’ or ‘trading-off’ against the purchase of other types of essential need. 
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1. WHETHER PEOPLE PERCEIVE COMMUNICATION SERVICES AS AFFORDABLE 

Differences in the perceived affordability of communication services were evident across the low 

income participants of the sub-groups identified.  In summary: 

 

Low income sub-group: Description: Perceived affordability: 

Landline Loyalists: 
Users of fixed 

telephony only 

High affordability: 

Typically:  Low usage and low, relatively 

unchanging costs that were claimed to be 

manageable 

Landline Plus: 
Users of fixed and 

mobile telephony 

High to moderate affordability: 

Typically:  Low landline usage but more 

variable and sometimes less predictable 

mobile telephony usage 

Proxy Users: 

Users of fixed & 

mobile telephony and 

proxy Internet access 

Moderate affordability: 

Typically:  Moderate mobile telephony usage 

and sometimes less predictable usage 

Majority Fixed Internet: 

Users of fixed & 

mobile telephony + 

fixed Internet 

Low to very low affordability: 

Typically:  Moderate to high usage of a wider 

range of devices and equipment, low 

predictability of cost (particularly for mobile 

contracts where the monthly cost can vary 

depending on usage) and less well developed 

coping mechanisms, particularly among 

families with teenage children 

Majority Fixed & Mobile 

Internet: 

Users of fixed 

Internet & mobile 

broadband 

Low to moderate affordability: 

Typically:  High usage of a wide range of 

devices and equipment, but more developed 

coping mechanisms (more inclined to switch 

to find better, more affordable deals) 

Mobile Device Loyalists: 

Users of mobile 

telephony & 

broadband only 

Moderate to high affordability: 

Typically:  High usage of a single device / 

service, i.e., smartphone and / or dongle, with 

relatively unchanging costs that were claimed 

to be manageable 

 

In all, low income consumers with more developed needs, including fixed internet, (particularly in 

the Majority Fixed Internet segment) appear to be more exposed to financial detriment and less 

resilient to unexpected expense.  
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Across the sample, the main potential sources of detriment that were mentioned were: 

• Cost of devices and their set-up 

• On-going service cost 

• Loss / theft replacement cost and liability 

• Contract cancellation cost 

• Cost of pay as you go (PAYG) (versus contract) and payment methods surcharges 

• Complexity and misunderstanding of their deal or contract 

• Lack of access to better deals, e.g. due to use of PAYG, non-direct debit payment 

methods or limited internet access’ 

 

2. WHAT THE CONSEQUENCES ARE OF BUYING ESSENTIAL COMMUNICATION SERVICES 

For some low income participants in the sample, the main affordability issue of having to buy 

essential communication services was debt, particularly if this added to existing long term debt.  

In this, some were reliant on family or friends for help.  Others claimed to be using payday 

lenders or credit unions as a last resort. 

 

For most though, the main consequence was a need to try to avoid debt through the 

development of a coping mechanism of some kind.  The aim in this was to seek to maintain 

stability and control over outgoings and to avoid being ‘caught out’ and falling into debt (or 

further debt).  In this, some felt particularly vulnerable to a sudden change in circumstances, e.g., 

job loss / redundancy, loss of a chief wage earner (via divorce, death of a spouse) or changes to 

benefits (in terms of frequency and amount).  The main forms of coping mechanism identified 

were: 

 

Coping mechanisms 

Non-Communication Services-specific Communication Services-specific 

• Maintaining control and predictability of outgoings 

through the use of pre-payment keys and cards for 

essentials like utilities, rent, council tax, etc. 

• Eliminating consumption of all ‘non-essentials’, e.g., 

holidays, going out, alcohol, tobacco, etc. 

• Reducing consumption of non-communication 

services-specific essentials, e.g., turning the heat 

down or off more often, eating less, buying cheaper, 

lower quality food, etc. 

• Paying with cash and avoiding direct debits 

• Borrowing on a short-term basis to bridge 

temporary gaps between income and outgoings 

• Being organised and knowing the cost of things 

(often to the penny) 

• Sticking to the tried and tested and not switching. 

• Maintaining control and predictability of outgoings 

via PAYG 

• Avoiding ‘post-pay’ contracts including bundled 

deals 

• Eliminating consumption of all ‘non-essentials’ 

communication services, e.g., Pay TV 

• Substituting a higher cost service with a lower cost 

one, e.g., using a basic mobile phone instead of a 

smartphone 

• Reducing consumption, i.e., making few calls, 

sending fewer texts 

• Migrating to low / no cost messaging services 

(instant messaging and VoIP) 

• Maintaining a feeling of stability and control by 

sticking to a known provider. 
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Commodities such as food and clothing caused affordability problems but appeared to be 

relatively easier to cope with.  As mainly ‘one-off’ purchases, as opposed to items paid for over 

time in instalments, people claimed to find it easier to switch suppliers and find better, more 

affordable alternatives. 

 

For utilities, financial services and communication services, it was clear that some coped less well:  

transactions could sometimes be more complex, non-transparent and contractual, involving 

extended commitment.  The risks of this were, variously, that they went without the service, used 

the service less, and / or paid more by not being able (or confident enough) to switch and access 

better standalone and particularly bundled deals. 

 

A key coping mechanism was to control expenditure with PAYG but this could mean higher usage 

cost compared to a contract, exclusion from cheaper contract deals and lower Direct Debit costs.  

A coping mechanism was sometimes defeated by what were felt to be unpredictable 

circumstances, e.g., unauthorised use arising from loss or theft, or failing to understand the detail 

of their deal or contract when taking up a new service. 

 

Others felt more in control by sticking with a known provider though could sometimes be 

excluded from better deals, through an aversion to switching.  As part of the research, we showed 

participants a range of current deals for smartphones, tablets, laptops, and fixed Internet access.  

Participants quite often commented that they were currently paying more by comparison.  Among 

the non-Internet sub-groups, and some of the particularly financially constrained Majority Fixed 

Internet users, there was a fairly strong degree of reluctance to shop around.  This was due 

variously to lack of knowledge and confidence in what to shop around for, penalties associated 

with cancelling an existing contract, and ‘fear’ of ‘missing something’ and paying more when 

entering into a new contract.  The tendency instead was to look for reasons to stay put and to 

feel more in control of a ‘known quantity’. 

 

3. WHETHER AND TO WHAT EXTENT UNAFFORDABILITY PREVENTED OR LIMITED PARTICIPATION 

In terms of potential use, unaffordability had a role to play in limiting or preventing access to key 

essential communication services.  These services were most likely to be Internet-related. 

A lack of access to the Internet was due mainly to lack of interest among the non-Internet sub-

groups, i.e., those using basic landline and mobile telephony services and Proxy Internet users.   

Among Internet Users, in other sub-groups, affordability was one of the factors in not accessing 

the Internet or (in the case of people not being able to afford fixed Internet access in the home) 

not developing their use of the Internet. 
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3. Essential Communication Services 

 

3.1 Context:  Overall perceptions of Communication Services 
 
COMMUNICATION SERVICES WERE RANKED VERY HIGHLY, ACROSS THE SAMPLE 
 
Consumers across the sample routinely ranked communication services highly against a basket of 

other essential services. 

 
We presented a range of services to participants, i.e., communication services, household utilities, 

a bank current account, public transport, household insurance and a range of public services, e.g., 

libraries, Post Office, Citizens Advice Bureau.  Communications services were always included in 

this list of services that participants identified as essential.  There was no single, linear ranking 

because all were seen to be essential in different contexts. 

 

“All of these are essential.  I don’t think I could be without any of them” 
Employed, female, 39, London 

 
“It’s hard to take any of these away.  I can’t travel to where I can find work without public 

transport.  I’ve got to have a bank account to get a job and I need the Internet to apply for one 

and a phone to make the calls.  You see, they’re all essential in different ways” 
Unemployed, male, 28, Glasgow 

 
“You need telecommunications to get in touch and be contacted, by key workers,  

advisers, the Job Centre, and so forth.  You need access to benefits, access to 

emotional and functional help and support” 
Stakeholder:  Crisis 

 
“Having access to the Internet is now an essential service” 

Stakeholder:  Carnegie UK Trust 
 
WHAT MAKES COMMUNICATION SERVICES ESSENTIAL? 
 

Broadly, an ‘essential service’ meant not being able to live or at least function in society without 

it.  At different levels and in different contexts, it was seen widely to make the difference 

between: 
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Economic need 

 

Life or death, i.e., being able to contact someone in the event of an emergency, seeking rescue 

via immediate 999 access to emergency services, ensuring safety and accessing information that 

prevents or reduces danger. 

 

Social inclusion or exclusion, i.e., being able to keep in touch, reaching others (nationally and 

internationally), and being able to be contacted.  Communication and social contact at a distance, 

via voice, text, messaging, etc. for physical and emotional well-being. 

 

Being informed or having less access to information, i.e., broadcast news and information, 

learning about the world, access to health information, weather and traffic information, education 

that helps to reduce division in society and break down stereotypes, informing people overall. 

  

Succeeding or failing in business, i.e., access to communication services that allow businesses to 

compete with others on equal terms.  Meeting the needs, demands and expectations set by 

customers. 

 

Finding work or remaining redundant, i.e., gaining access to work opportunities and meeting 

the needs, demands and expectations set by employers. 

 

Going without or making ends meet / prospering, i.e., gaining ready access to low cost goods 

and services.  Increased consumer empowerment and buyer savviness. 

 

Making life enjoyable or hard to bear, i.e., access to entertainment for social and emotional 

well-being and to enable bonding with others. 

 

WITHIN THE ABOVE, THERE IS A HIERARCHY OF ‘ESSENTIAL’ FUNCTIONS THAT COMMUNICATION SERVICES 
SERVE AND ENABLE 
 

At a deeper level, ‘essential’ varies in its meaning among participants from ‘absolute need’ for the 

basics of life to relative need to participate in society.  A hierarchy of these different types of 

need emerged from the research, as follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Relatively 
essential 

Absolutely 
essential Basics of life 

Social interaction 
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The four layers of the above pyramid emerged from how participants talked about their 

communication services needs and the essential functions that communication services enable 

and served. 

 

The higher level needs (above the ‘basics of life’) were not absolutely essential in terms of life or 

death but were seen to be essential in order for people to function in a modern society in 

relation to the expectations of others, and the emotional and rational benefits that come from 

interacting with them. 

 

EXAMPLES OF WHAT ‘ESSENTIAL’ MEANS WITHIN THIS HIERARCHY: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
These functions that communication services serve appear to be universal and unchanging.  As 

will be documented in the next section, what has changed, and continues to change, is the way 

that technology is used and accessed to enable these functions. 

 
CASE STUDIES: 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

My link to my family 
“My daughter and I are in touch 

every day.  I went off on a 
weekend to north Wales.  When I 

got there, there was no mobile 
signal in the area.  My daughter 

got no reply from me and 
eventually called the police 
thinking I was in trouble!” 

Single parent, 37, Cardiff 
 

My wife 
“I was out shopping for my wife 
who is gravely ill and now pretty 

much housebound.  She called 
me to say she was having a heart 

attack.  I raced back and saved 
her, well before an ambulance 

got there” 
Retired male, 74, Bristol 

 

My livelihood 
“Without email, you can’t do 

business.  There’s an 
expectation now.  If people 

can’t get hold of you 24/7 that’s 
it, they go elsewhere” 

Self-employed male, 24, 
Glasgow  

 

“Without the Internet, I wouldn’t get my 
job seeker’s allowance” 

Unemployed female, 52, Lochwinnoch 

“Without email, I’d have no 
means of earning a living” 

Employed male, 28, Glasgow 
“You have to have it, because 

everyone else has it” 
Employed female, 32, Belfast 

“The Internet makes life with a 
disability possible” 

Disabled male, 44, London 

“I’ve got contact with friends that I 
wouldn’t have without it” 

Recent immigrant, female, 36, London 

“Knowing where my loved 
ones are.  You can’t get more 

important than that” 
Family, female, 38, Draycott 

“It’s the dread fear of one of your 
children going missing” 

Family, female, 32, Cardiff 

“If I didn’t have my mobile 
phone on me at the time, my 

wife would have died” 
Retired male, 74, Bristol 

“News and information makes everyone 
aware . . . it reduces prejudice and 

ignorance” 
Retired male, 69, Llanrhystud 

“My TV is my companion.  Life 
wouldn’t be bearable without it” 

Retired single male, 72, Greenlaw 
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THERE WERE NO FUNDAMENTAL DIFFERENCES ACROSS THE SAMPLE IN HOW ‘ESSENTIAL’ WAS DEFINED 
 
There was a broad consensus with regard to the meaning of ‘essential’, across the sample.   More 

specifically, there were no significant differences in views on this depending on socio-economic 

group, age, and other differences in the sample.  What varied significantly was the use of services 

(and frequency of use) to enable one or more of the essential functions outlined above.  We look 

in depth at usage and the barriers to usage and access in the next section and also in the section 

on affordability. 

 
3.2 Communication devices and services that people use 
 

For this study, we included consideration of the communication devices and services that are 

shown below.  As indicated, devices and services were selected from three broad categories:  

Telephony (fixed and mobile), Broadband (fixed and mobile) and Broadcast media.  Please see 

Appendices 5.2 and 6.2 for a detailed description of all devices and services covered in this study. 

 

 

My link to my family (2) 
“My brother moved to Australia.  

I speak to him and see him on 
Skype more often now than I did 
when he lived in the same village 

as me” 
Unemployed male, 43, 

Glasgow 
 

My companion 
“I’m single and a bit of a loner 

really.  I watch TV, sometimes for 
10 hours a day.  It’s all I’ve got.  

It’s company” 
Unemployed male, 42, 

London 
 

My benefits 
“I’m online because it’s the only 

way to get my benefits.  You 
have to show that you’re 

looking for work” 
Unemployed female, 52, 

Lochwinnoch  
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THERE WAS NO OVERALL RANKING OF ESSENTIAL SERVICES FOR ALL CONSUMERS 
 
We explored the use of communication services and the attitudes that participants had to these 

services whether they used them or not.  Different groups of people regarded different services as 

essential depending on their circumstances, skills, capabilities, and preferences (within certain 

limits).  To an extent, and particularly where there was scope for device substitution, a service that 

was essential to one individual was seen to be unnecessary to another, and vice versa.  What was 

‘essential’ was access to a service that enabled one or more of the functions outlined in the 

previous section. 

 

Six different user types were identified in this regard: 

 

1. Landline Loyalists:  Users of fixed telephony only 

2. Landline Plus:  Users of fixed telephony and mobile telephony for voice and text 

3. Proxy Users:  Users of fixed and mobile telephony plus the Internet via a proxy 

4. Majority Fixed Internet: Fixed and mobile telephony, plus fixed Internet access 

5. Majority Fixed & Mobile Internet:  Fixed Internet access, mobile telephony and mobile 

broadband 

6. Mobile Device Loyalists:  Mobile telephony and mobile broadband only 

 

The six different user types had very different demographic and attitudinal profiles and are each 

described in detail as follows: 

 
 
USER TYPE 1:  LANDLINE LOYALISTS 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Typically, these participants owned and made occasional use of a landline telephone.  In addition 

to this, they had a basic TV set, radio and sometimes a DVD or VHS player.  They made no use of 

any other communication device or service, fixed or mobile.  Outside of the house, some claimed 

to use a public payphone, though this was rare.  In addition, this group were most likely to use 

the BT phonebook and Directory Enquiries, though, again, these incidences were rare. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

+ + 
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The typical profile of Landline Loyalists was low income elderly (75+), and often low-income.  

There was also a tendency for this type to be: 

o Living alone 

o Socially isolated, with poor and / or few family bonds 

o Low in mobility (via a disability or limited means and no car) 

o Living in social housing or sheltered accommodation 

o Traditionally-minded. 

 

Attitudinally, a landline telephone was regarded as essential, there being seen to be no possible 

substitute for it.  Its main purpose was seen to be for outgoing calls in the event of an 

emergency.  A landline was also used to make ‘official’ calls to their GP, pharmacy, local authority, 

etc., and to call on a neighbour or friend to run an errand for them.  As such, their use of a 

landline phone was relatively low in frequency. 

“It’s a life-line” 

Retired, female, 68, disabled, Breaston  

“It’s not something I could live without” 

Housebound, male, 76, Gervachy 

 

This user type was averse to the idea of using a mobile phone.  In some cases, a disability (i.e., 

sight or hearing impairment) was felt to rule out the use of a mobile phone.  In other cases, the 

view was that it would not get used.  This was either because it seemed complicated or 

superfluous, given limited mobility outside of the house.  As such, cost or contractual 

commitment was not the main barrier. 

“I don’t want a mobile phone and don’t need one” 

Retired, female, 87, Lochwinnoch 

“I lost the sight in one eye a while back, and the other one’s  

not much good.  A mobile phone is too small and fiddly to use” 

Retired, male, 77, disabled, Glasgow  

“I’m very hard of hearing and have an amplifier on my 

house phone.  A mobile would be no use to me” 

Single male, retired, Belfast 

 

Stakeholder views on this suggest that access to voice services is essential for people who are 

deaf or have a hearing impairment.  This is viewed as currently best enabled by text relay for fixed 

line voice services.  More recent developments are the use of text relay via a mobile phone11.   

11 See Ofcom’s work on New Generation Text Relay: as an additional device will no longer be needed to add to a mobile 

device from 18 April and text relay will be accessible from a wide range of mainstream equipment. 

http://media.ofcom.org.uk/2014/03/06/ofcom-approves-bts-next-generation-text-relay-service/ and 

http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/consultations/text-relay-service/statement  
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However, mobile is considered to be incompatible with a loop system or hearing aid. 

 

“Many [people who are deaf or have a hearing impairment] can 

handle a landline phone but can’t manage a mobile.  They need an 

additional device to attached to a mobile phone which adds to the cost” 

Stakeholder: Signature 

 

“Video relay is still developing but relatively very slowly.  Many can’t use video relay.  The 

problems relate to speed, clarity and the process of hand-over” 

Stakeholder: Signature12 

 

Further, for people who are deaf or have a hearing impairment, stakeholder views suggest that 

the Internet could play a major role, particularly among sign language users (via video).  It was 

seen to play a less useful role for communication if there was a need for an interpreter.  TV was 

regarded as essential but there was a major issue regarding sub-titling . . . 

 

“Problems occur if you don’t watch a programme in real time. You can get 

sub-titles but they are gone when recorded for catch-up. It’s not a level playing field.13 

Stakeholder: Signature 

  

This Landline Loyalist user group as a whole (able and disabled) were the most averse in the 

sample to going online, with some disapproval of it as ‘dangerous’ and anti-social.  Considerably 

greater interest was evident in broadcast free-to-air media via, typically, a very basic (old style) TV 

and radio. 

“TV is company for me” 

Retired, female, 76, Yate 

“I don’t want to sit all day looking at a computer screen” 

Unemployed, male, disabled, 63, Augher 

 

Overall, the barriers to take-up of new Internet-related communication services were high among 

this user-type.  Difficulties were evident, both physically and psychologically in learning a new 

skill, i.e., a lack of understanding, few familiar reference points and self-perceptions of being ‘too 

old’.   

 
 

12 Deaf Access to Communications (DAC) is leading the voluntary initiative to encourage the provision of video relay (VR) 

services by communication services providers, businesses and other organisations on a voluntary basis. Ofcom continues 

to work with DAC, government and industry where appropriate to assist this initiative. 

13 On Demand Programme Services are regulated by the Authority for Television On Demand (ATVOD). They are not 

subject to Ofcom's Broadcasting Code, but there are content, advertising and sponsorship rules. 
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USER TYPE 2:  LANDLINE PLUS 
 

 

 

 

 

 

This user-type was much like Landline Loyalists in their attitudes to their landline telephone but 

differed in being more physically active and in stronger need of a mobile phone when outside of 

their house. 

 

This tended to mean a slightly younger profile, i.e., 65-75, and a better connected social network, 

i.e., less socially isolated, with greater and more frequent contact with friends and family.  This 

segment could also include some older long-term disabled with disabilities unrelated to sight or 

hearing impairment. 

 

Typically, mobile use was for occasional voice calls and sometimes text.  Their mobile was more 

often off than on, kept with them when outside of the home, for emergencies.  This group had 

very limited interest in the Internet and a lack of confidence about using technology.  This could 

also mean the use of a basic TV and radio rather than HDTV or digital radio (though some were 

using these, via the help of a family member). For the most part, this group felt more comfortable 

with offline interaction, i.e., face-to-face contact and the use of their landline for calls.  As such, 

voice communication was considered to be essential, both fixed and mobile, albeit occasional in 

use.  As for Landline Loyalists, TV and radio tended to compensate for lack of social contact. 

 

 

USER TYPE 3: PROXY USERS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Proxy users showed evidence of a stronger interest, or at least propensity, to access the Internet, 

but not directly by themselves.   

 

These Proxy Users tended to have more social connections with family and friends, providing 

more opportunity for others to introduce them to the Internet and to encourage them to use it.  

Rather than go online themselves, this group preferred to ask others to go online for them.  This 

was occasional and normally prompted by a specific, functional need, e.g., to find cheaper car 

insurance. 

+ 

+ + + 

+ + 
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“My daughter goes online for me” 

Retired, female, 67, Newtownabbey 

“I don’t want to get drawn into it.  My son nags me 

but it’s easier to pick up the phone when I need something” 

Single male, retired, 66, Belfast 

 

Typically, the profile was slightly younger than their Landline Loyalist and Landline Plus 

counterparts, i.e., around 55+ and, in the sample, were more likely to be female than male.  In 

addition, some Proxy Users lived in closer-knit, supportive communities with, again, more 

opportunity to be introduced to and encouraged to consider use of the Internet. 

 

Accordingly, their landline and mobile phone tended to be viewed as most essential to them, for 

voice calls and text.  Their mobile tended to be basic.  Some had a smartphone that they used 

mainly for voice and text but had been introduced (usually by a family member) to the use of 

social media, mainly for messaging. 

 

A few Proxy Users in the sample had fixed Internet installed in the home.  This was there for the 

use of their children and grandchildren when visiting or staying.  These users made no use of 

fixed Internet themselves, but felt that it was important to provide an Internet connection for 

others.  It could be demanded by others but it was also felt to help with social bonding. 

 

“It’s [fixed Internet] there because my daughter moved in for a while.  

I kept it because the grandchildren use it.  It makes them come round more often!” 

Retired, female, 75, Belfast 

 
 
USER TYPE 4: MAJORITY FIXED INTERNET 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Majority Fixed Internet segment comprised a broader range of ages (though was skewed to 

older, i.e., 45+) and a wider range of income levels.  Compared to Landline Loyalists, Landline Plus 

and Proxy Users, this sub-group made more frequent use of a wider range of devices and 

services.  This was driven in the main by access to the Internet.  In this sub-group, there was also 

greater incidence of Pay TV. 

 

 

+ + + + 
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There were significant differences within this segment, in terms of take-up of services, usage and 

comfort with contractual commitment. This, in turn, meant differences in devices and services that 

were regarded as essential.  What the segment as a whole had in common was a relatively 

‘narrow’ and functional usage of communication technology and the Internet.  This was due to a 

combination of lower than average confidence (particularly among older participants in the 

segment) and more perceived ease and comfort with offline interaction. 

 

“It’s basic, what I do.  I use it to fill in forms and look on Google” 

Unemployed female, 43, Glasgow 

 

Within this segment, Internet usage tended to be sporadic, relatively infrequent and lacking in 

fluency.  For many, it had a functional purpose, prompted by specific needs and was associated 

more with ‘work’, study and research as opposed to entertainment.  Among families, fixed Internet 

access was felt to be essential for their children’s school work.  A number of low income 

unemployed participants in the sample felt that they had to have a PC in the home to be able to 

apply for and maintain their eligibility for benefits.  In most cases, a PC was felt to be needed 

because it had a larger screen and keyboard compared to their phone. 

 

“I have to go on the computer every fortnight to show that I’m looking for work” 

Unemployed female, 37, Draycott 

“I’ve got to have the broadband for the kids.  They need it for school work” 

Employed, family, female, 39, Aberdeen 

 

Some of the low income participants in this segment knew how to go online but did not have 

access to the Internet in the home.  As detailed in Section 4 on Affordability, this was due to 

unaffordability of a computer and the on-going cost of a fixed Internet connection.  For some, 

there was also the fear of long-term contractual commitment and the worry of financial penalties 

in the event of a need to cancel.   

 

These participants relied instead on public access (via the library or an Internet café).  One or two 

claimed to occasionally go online at a friend’s house.  This limited access tended to further 

reduce engagement with the Internet. 

 

Other low income participants in this segment felt that Internet access in the home was essential, 

despite limited affordability.  This tended to mean the use of older, recycled, second-hand 

equipment and ‘hand-me-downs’ from family members and friends.  This mitigated the set-up 

cost, but the on-going cost of fixed Internet access was often a concern.  One or two were 

accessing the Internet via a dongle attached to their laptop, to avoid the cost and contractual 

commitment of fixed Internet access in the home. 
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By contrast to a fixed Internet connection, more frequent and fluent use of smartphones was 

evident across the sample, for voice, text and messaging via social media.  Despite more frequent 

interaction, there was evidence of relatively very limited browsing on smartphones and a very low 

incidence of buying or banking online, particularly among older participants.  This said, 

smartphones had served to increase access to the Internet to some extent.  Some participants 

made a point of mentioning that smartphones were easy to use, with a simple touch screen and 

apps.  The main drawback was felt by many to be the small-user interface which could be seen to 

limit development of Internet skills and capability. 

 

“You can’t really shop around on a phone.  You need a bigger screen” 

Retired male, 62, Breaston 

 

Tablet usage was evident, among high income participants and / or lower income people who 

had received a tablet as a gift from a family member.  Some also had larger screen smartphones, 

i.e., so-called ‘phablets’14. 

 

Fixed telephony usage was prevalent in this segment, albeit limited in its use.  Many claimed to 

have a house phone because it came with their fixed broadband service.  The handset was most 

often retained in the event of emergency need, given a fear of not being able to make an 

essential call from their mobile (due to loss of signal and / or it not being charged).  

 

Because of this, a fixed landline for voice calls was viewed as essential, albeit very low in usage.  

Notably, some in the sample did not know their landline number.  Others did know and kept their 

house phone mainly for incoming calls from elderly relatives (in the UK and abroad), given the 

high perceived cost of mobile calls. 

 

“My mother just will not call me on my mobile.  

So we have to have the house phone” 

- Family, male, 44, Bristol 

“We have to have the phone to keep in 

contact with my parents in South Africa.   

It’s too expensive for them to call me on my mobile” 

Recent Immigrant, male, 32, Belfast 

 

14 A phablet is a smartphone form factor with a screen between 5 to 6.9 inches in size, designed to combine or straddle 

the functionalities of a smartphone and tablet. 
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USER TYPE 5: MAJORITY FIXED & MOBILE INTERNET 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This segment comprised a wider spectrum of ages and tended to be skewed towards younger, 

i.e., 35+.  It also comprised a strong representation of average and higher income participants in 

the general sample, both male and female.  Typically, these participants were well connected and 

had close bonds with family and friends.  The segment also included a stronger representation of 

high-income disabled and full-time employed and the lowest representation of low income 

consumers. 

 

Attitudinally, this segment comprised a range of medium to broad users of communication 

technology and the Internet.  For many, communication devices and services offered both 

functional, social and entertainment related benefits.  Social media was undoubtedly a major 

driver in terms of frequency of use and strength of engagement. 

 

Typically, participants in this segment owned and used a wider variety of devices compared to all 

other segments, i.e., laptops, smartphones, tablets, HDTV set-top boxes, and games consoles, and 

a wider range of services, e.g., instant messaging, email, apps, video and voice calls via VoIP. 

 

This Majority Fixed & Mobile Internet segment also made more extensive and broader use of 

smartphones and tablets for Internet access, via their fixed Wi-Fi connection in the home.  

Wireless access outside of the home varied depending on their location.  Again, in rural and 

particularly very rural areas, smartphone and tablet usage for Internet access outside of the home 

could be quite limited given lack of access to a broadband connection.  Along with this, there was 

evidence of decreasing reliance on PC technology (desktops and laptops).  In general, 

smartphones and tablets appeared to offer greater ease and convenience of Internet access at 

home and when on the move. 

 

Overall, the primary characteristic of this segment was relatively greater confidence and fluency in 

the use of communication technology, and the Internet, for a wide range of applications, 

including on-line banking and both buying and selling online.  In certain respects, Internet access 

via any device was regarded widely as essential in the degree to which other people (and 

organisations) used the same method of access and communication.  Because of this, many felt 

that they could not function without it. 

 

 

+ + + 
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Notably, this segment was least likely to own and make use of a house phone.  Many had a 

landline or cable connection in their home for the purposes of fixed Internet access and chose 

not to make use of a house phone.  There were various reasons for this, i.e., more confident 

reliance on mobile telephony, a desire to avoid ‘nuisance’ calls, and low perceived value in 

relation to actual use.  Some in rural and particularly very rural areas felt that the use of a house 

phone remained necessary given the unreliability (actual or perceived) of a wireless voice 

connection.  As such, fixed as opposed to mobile telephony tended to be viewed as essential. 

 
 
USER TYPE 6:  MOBILE DEVICE LOYALISTS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This final user-type of Mobile Device Loyalists tended to be the youngest in the sample, i.e., 16-

25, though could include a few older participants who, through unaffordability, had stopped using 

a fixed Internet connection in the home. This segment had chosen to rely on only mobile devices 

and services for their communication and Internet needs. 

 

This meant the use of smartphones in the main, but also tablets and, occasionally, the use of a 

dongle attached to a laptop.  It also meant no landline, and in some cases, no broadcast TV or 

radio, given access to the same from a smartphone or tablet. In all, this made mobile telephony 

essential for voice, messaging, Internet access and email. 

 

“I have all I need in this [smartphone] . . . no need to pay for Wi-Fi.  

I got a dongle for my laptop but I’m going to get a new smartphone  

with a personal hotspot built in, so I don’t even need that” 

Single male, employed, 24, Glasgow  

“It’s limited.  You can’t get a 3G signal 

around here, so I go over to my friend’s house for Wi-Fi.   

It’s fine for testing and stuff which is mostly what I do” 

Single female, employed, 22, Greenlaw 

 

“We got rid of it [fixed Internet] to save money.  

It’s fine with this [smartphone].  You get used to it” 

Unemployed male, 42, Bristol 

 

 

+ (+) 
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The core profile of Mobile Device Loyalists tended to be digital natives, i.e., people born or 

brought up during the age of digital technology.  By definition, they were typically confident, 

savvy and fluent in the use of technology.  The profile comprised a mix of low, medium and 

higher incomes and were as likely to be male or female.  

 

Typically, many were very well connected with a wide network of friends and reliant on social 

media in particular for most forms of communication.  The key drivers were relatively low cost, 

intuitive ease of use, and ease of access ‘anywhere’. 

 

Some key differences across the sample were very evident in terms of mobile broadband usage.  

Some Mobile Device Loyalists were constrained in their use given the lack of access to a 

broadband connection, particularly in rural and very rural areas.  This, however, did not appear to 

encourage them to take up a fixed Internet connection in their home.  Others enjoyed what they 

perceived to be the full extent and benefit of mobile broadband, as much as they might from a 

fixed connection. 

 

Finally, this segment also comprised some recent immigrants and more established ethnic 

minority participants with relatives living abroad.  Some had two mobile phones: a smartphone 

for broader use in the UK and a basic mobile dedicated to making calls abroad, using different 

SIM cards to make the cost of making calls abroad cheaper.  

 

Others had one phone and two SIM cards that they swapped in and out of the phone. 

 

“This one’s for calling abroad.  It’s a cheap deal for international 

calls but won’t work in my other phone” 

Recent immigrant, male, 32, Belfast 

 
3.3 The Individual and Societal Perspective 
 
In this section, we examine what it is about communication devices, features and services that 

make them ‘essential’ to individuals.  We then compare this with participants’ views of the value 

to society as a whole or to others in society. 

 

With regard to societal value, some caution is required in drawing firm conclusions from 

consumer views.   Many participants had difficulty commenting on what was important to society 

as a whole.  In this, some of the broader-based benefits to society (e.g., economic growth, lower 

costs to government) were not mentioned spontaneously and, when prompted, were not 

apparent to them.  Some felt that they were not qualified to say.  Others were more confident in 

their assertions, but this tended to be based on personal experiences of others who they judged 

to be in need, as opposed to value of a particular service to all in society. 
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HOW THIS SECTION IS ORGANISED: 

 

 
 

 
3.3.1 Telephony:  Making and receiving calls (from any device) 
 
VALUE TO THE INDIVIDUAL 
 
The basic function of voice telephony, i.e., making and receiving calls, 

consistently emerged as essential.  Virtually all participants in the 

sample included voice telephony in their choice and consideration of 

what was essential to them.  Their reasoning for this related to the 

benefit and importance of conversation in real time, to aid 

explanation and understanding.  This was seen to be essential for 

social contact and inclusion and particularly in the context of an 

emergency. 

 

“You’ve got to have some way of talking to people.  I’d feel isolated without that” 

Retired female, 72, Yate 

 

“You can hardly send a text or an email when you need an ambulance. 

You’ve got to be able to speak to someone, fast!” 

Unemployed male, 32, Glasgow 

 

Among some participants (particularly Internet and smartphone users) other methods of 

communication were seen as possible substitutes for voice, in the context of social interaction 

rather than a basic ‘life or death’ situation. 
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The availability and preference for (free / lower cost) alternatives, e.g., text, email and instant 

messaging, were seen by these participants as an acceptable substitute and more flexible form of 

social interaction.  Voice though remained essential for emergency needs, where real-time 

dialogue was paramount. 

 

Except for Landline Loyalists, no single device was viewed as essential for voice telephony, 

particularly given the range of alternatives (via telephony and the Internet).  Choice of device 

tended to be more of a matter of convenience and circumstance, i.e., what device the receiver has 

and the cost.  A fixed landline for many was viewed as most reliable and cost-effective, despite 

some in the sample no longer choosing to use this. 

 

VALUE TO SOCIETY 
 
Voice telephony was consistently viewed as essential to all in society, 

across the sample.  Its value was seen to extend from a life-saving 

necessity to social inclusion and economic success. 

 
 
 
3.3.2 Fixed telephony:  Landline at home for voice 
 
VALUE TO THE INDIVIDUAL 
 
Fixed telephony was essential to some in the sample, i.e., particularly 

Landline Loyalists, because it was their only means of communication 

from inside their home and a ‘life-line’ in the event of an emergency.  

It also provided an essential means for others at a distance to contact 

and keep tabs on them. 

 

For those in the Landline Plus segment, a landline telephone was felt to be more reliable than 

their mobile phone in an emergency.  The fear was that ‘their mobile would fail’.  A landline also 

enabled others to call them, given the relatively higher call costs of mobile telephony.   

 

Other participants were using fixed telephony less and less.  It was seen by some to be more of a 

secondary service (for ‘official’ calls).  For others, it was seen as non-essential, given the range of 

preferred alternatives, i.e., mobile telephony but also audio VoIP and video communication via the 

Internet.  Notably, there was no perceived loss from use of these alternatives depending on the 

reliability of their mobile phone and / or Internet connection.   

 

This did not appear to vary significantly by location.  Very nearly all in the sample claimed to be 

able to obtain a reliable GSM signal to their mobile and adequate broadband capacity from a 

fixed Internet connection.  
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Rather than loss, many felt that there were significant gains from these alternatives, i.e., voice plus 

visual communication via VoIP, plus greater certainty of reach (i.e., that people will answer) via 

mobile telephony. 

 
VALUE TO SOCIETY 
 
There was a consensus that fixed telephony remained essential as a 

‘fail-safe’ for the more vulnerable in society, as a reliable means of 

contact and communication in an emergency and reaching family 

elders (in the UK and abroad) without mobile or Internet access. 

 

 
3.3.3 Fixed telephony:  Landline at work for voice 
 
VALUE TO THE INDIVIDUAL 
 
Fixed telephony in the work environment was viewed as essential by 

participants employed in occupations that required the use of 

telephony in fixed locations.  In this situation, it was seen by 

participants as the ‘norm’, more reliable and offered a better call 

quality – for both making and receiving calls. 

 

VALUE TO SOCIETY 
 
Whether in employment or not, the consensus view was that fixed 

telephony was valuable to society for conducting business and for 

consumers who called these businesses.  Companies with a landline 

number were felt widely to be more trustworthy and established, 

which provided reassurance to the caller and greater economic 

success to the receiver. 

 

“People expect a trustworthy company to have a landline number” 

Employed, female, 37, Aberaeron 

 

3.3.4 Fixed telephony:  Public Payphone 
 
VALUE TO THE INDIVIDUAL 
 
There were mixed views about the importance of public payphones.  

Some felt that a payphone was essential for emergencies, albeit in 

the rarest of circumstances.  Most could not envisage the need, given 

the ubiquity of mobile phone use. 
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The great majority across the sample could not recall when they last used a payphone, were often 

uncertain of where one was in their locality and claimed not to think of locating one in the event 

of need.  In addition, many claimed that they had no desire to use a payphone given the 

condition of them (perceived and actual), i.e., dirty, smelly, vandalised, and felt that alternatives 

were easily available (i.e., their own mobile phone or someone nearby with a mobile phone). 

Some family participants claimed that they would not allow their children to use a payphone 

because they perceived that there may be inappropriate content (e.g., prostitution cards). 

 

A very small minority, i.e., mainly among Landline Loyalists, were more inclined to value a public 

payphone, again in what was perceived to be rare circumstances, given the lack of a mobile 

phone.  In addition, it could be valued by recent immigrants who, particularly on arrival to this 

country, had no ready alternative to fall back on. 

 

VALUE TO SOCIETY 
 
The societal value of a public payphone was generally perceived to 

be very low for most, and high for a very few in rare circumstances, 

i.e., an emergency.  For these few people, it was seen as a ‘safety 

net’ given the lack of access to a mobile phone. 

 

“Anyone is going to value a phone box if it’s an emergency, there’s 

one nearby and there’s no other way of calling for help” 

Retired female, 67, Cardiff 

“If I’m right next to one, it’s working, my mobile’s not working, 

I’m in the middle of nowhere, and it’s an emergency, 

it’s a Godsend.  But, what are the chances of that?” 

Employed male, 43, Bristol 
 
 
3.3.5 Fixed telephony:  Directory Enquiries via Landline, Mobile or Internet 
 
VALUE TO THE INDIVIDUAL 
 
Typically, Directory Enquiries via Landline or Mobile was not widely 

used and viewed as non-essential by the great majority of 

participants in the sample.  There were a number of reasons for this:  

alternative sources were felt to be relatively easily available (via 

friends, relatives and colleagues), the cost of calling was felt to be 

expensive, and the general belief was that residential numbers could be obtained from the 

Internet.  Even from the Internet, the services were not seen as essential, given relatively low use.  

Many felt they could find a residential number by some other means if they need to. 
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A landline Directory Enquiry service tended to be of more importance to the Landline Loyalist 

segment in the sample, as a ready source in the event of an emergency.  For the most part 

though, these participants claimed to have their most important numbers listed in an address 

book. 

 
VALUE TO SOCIETY 
 
Directory Enquiries were not generally seen as essential to society by 

the majority of participants, except in (rare) cases when no alternative 

was available.  Few claimed that they could think of any obvious 

cases that would merit frequent need. 

 

“I can’t think when I last used it.  It used to be 192 didn’t it?  It was free then” 

Retired, male, 68, Yate 

 

 

3.3.6 Fixed telephony:  Directory Enquiries in print (BT Phonebook) 
 
VALUE TO THE INDIVIDUAL 
 
Directory Enquiries in print was not regarded as essential by most 

participants.  Many could not recall when they last used a 

phonebook and had either discarded it or did not know offhand 

where it was in the house.  A few of the eldest participants, typically 

Landline Loyalists, claimed that a phonebook was useful to them but 

that their use of one was very rare. 

 
 
VALUE TO SOCIETY 
 
As with the individual perspective, societal value of Directory 

Enquiries in print was generally perceived to be very low.  Some, in a 

variety of different segments, mentioned spontaneously that it was 

unnecessary and that the cost and resources devoted to it could be 

put to better use.  Others felt, conceivably, that it was useful as a ‘safety net’, but that the range 

of ready alternatives offset this.  One or two suggested that it would be better to produce and 

make phonebooks available on demand.  

“It’s a waste of paper” 

Unemployed, male, 57, Newtownabbey 

“You see piles of them in doorways” 

Retired, male, 69, Hillsborough 
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3.3.7 Mobile telephony:  Voice & text messaging 
 
VALUE TO THE INDIVIDUAL 
 
The basic features of a mobile phone (i.e., voice and text) were valued 

highly and seen widely as essential for safety (when outside of the 

home), and for social inclusion (for keeping in touch with others and 

allowing others to keep tabs on them). 

 

As for fixed telephony, very many of the participants felt that mobile telephony was essential for 

conversation.  It was essential for many who did not have a fixed voice connection at home and 

for most when outside of the home.  In one or two instances, possession of a mobile had been a 

life-saver. 

 

The exception was the Landline Loyalist segment who did not have the use of a mobile phone.  

The Landline Plus segment had more mixed views about the importance of mobile.  Some felt 

they could ‘take it or leave it’, with less determination to keep the phone charged and to always 

leave the house without it.  For them, a fixed landline telephone at home was essential by 

comparison. 

“My daughter nags me to keep it on, but I don’t like to 

be interrupted.  Some people talk when they eat which I think is rude” 

Retired, female, 76, Yate 

 
Among quite a few in the Majority Fixed & Mobile Internet and particularly Mobile Device 

Loyalists segments, there was evidence of migration from paid text messaging to free / low cost 

internet-based instant messaging applications. 

 
 
VALUE TO SOCIETY 
 
Basic mobile telephony was seen widely as essential to all in society, 

for safety and emergencies.  Voice in particular (via any device) 

tended to be viewed as high in value for social and physical well-

being. 
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3.3.8 Itemised billing (from any kind of phone account) 
 
VALUE TO THE INDIVIDUAL 
 
Across the sample, itemised billing was not used in normal 

circumstances.  There were a number of reasons for this:  participants 

on PAYG were most certain about their expenditure and those in a 

contract claimed to be content with a total payable, provided this did 

not deviate significantly from what was expected. 

 

For many, itemised billing became essential when in dispute with the service provider.  As such, 

the requirement tended to be for an itemised bill to be available on demand.  Examples of 

disputes tended to relate to roaming charges, changes in patterns of use and / or a change in the 

type of transaction, e.g., when moving from PAYG to contract. 

 

“It’s nice to have, to keep tabs on it, but I think I  

know what it is already.  If it was very different. I’d ask 

for a breakdown, for sure” 

Employed, male, 34, Edmonton 

 
 
VALUE TO SOCIETY 
 
At a considered level, the typical view was that itemised billing (on 

demand) was only moderately needed for society. It helped to resolve 

disputes and created greater trust in providers. 

 

 
 
3.3.9 Internet access (from any device) – including email 
 
VALUE TO THE INDIVIDUAL 
 
The segments identified in this research varied significantly in the 

perceived importance to them of Internet access.  Among those online, 

including Proxy Users (who obtained access via the help of another), 

access was generally valued strongly.  For many participants, Internet 

access was regarded as essential.  This was due to the very great extent 

that others used the same method for access and communication, making it essential to use for 

the purposes of information, education and work.  
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“You’re isolated without it” 

Employed, male, 24, Garvachy 

“I couldn’t function without it” 

Unemployed, female, 38, Barrowash 

“It makes life easier” 

Employed, male, 46, Bristol 

 

Those not online did not regard access as essential and tended strongly to prefer what they saw 

(and experienced) as the greater ease and comfort of offline interaction. 

 

“I don’t want to sit indoors looking at a computer on my own all day. It’s anti-social” 

Retired, female, 76, Bristol 

“I like to get out and about to talk to people” 

Retired, female, 77, Cardiff 

“It’s safer to deal with people you know” 

Retired, male, 73, Hillsborough 

 

Some with Internet access were not always convinced by the benefits: 

 

“It makes you lazy.  It’s addictive and wastes time” 

Employed, male, 24, London 

 “We used to spend time together at each other’s houses 

but now we just sit on our own and talk to each other” 

Employed, female, 22, London 

“It has put an end to family life” 

Employed, male, 58, London 

 

On balance, despite the pros and cons, the general consensus among users was that it had 

become an essential feature of modern life.  It was hard for them to imagine life without it. 

 

Among online users, no single device for Internet access was viewed as essential, given the 

multiplicity of ways that the Internet could be accessed.  Often, the device chosen was more a 

matter of convenience and preference via the ease and convenience of Wi-Fi access in the home 

and workplace as well as mobility and access on the move.  This said, particular circumstances 

could dictate:  a fixed location for the use of a larger screen and keyboard when in need of 

greater functionality, plus cost and affordability in relation to purchase of equipment and service 

provision. 

“I’ve got Wi-Fi at home for the children on the computer.  

They need it to do their homework.  They have to do it on a computer now” 

Employed female, 38, Cardiff 
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 “I use a laptop with a dongle, and my [smart]phone.  It’s cheaper and I can 

get a good signal here.  It’s fast enough” 

Employed, male, 22, Lochwinnoch 

“You can’t fill out forms on your phone’” 

Unemployed female, 48, Glasgow 

 

Email was viewed by the majority in the sample who were online as essential for participation in 

e-commerce and business.  Few could imagine buying something online or running a business 

without it, given the near universal use of email in communication, transactions and identify 

verification. 

 

Most participants who were in the workforce with Internet access (including the self-employed) 

felt that they could not function or compete without it.  As such, it was seen to be essential for 

their livelihood.  For others, it was much less essential in the context of communication and 

messaging, given the number of ready alternatives, e.g., text, instant messaging. 

 

“No email, I get no business.  It’s a simple as that” 

Self-employed, male, 26, Glasgow 

 

VALUE TO SOCIETY 
 
There was consensus, on balance, that Internet access had high 

societal value overall, but there were mixed views about the impact it 

had on individuals.  Most recognised that the Internet had social 

value in terms of information, education and entertainment and was 

‘good’ for business and the economy in terms of work opportunities, competition and access to 

lower cost goods and services.   

“Isolated without it” 

Unemployed male, 28, London 

“Vital . . . it’s where people get information . . . and for education” 

Retired, Male, 66, Cardiff 

“Increases work opportunities.  It’s how I got my job” 

Employed female, 26, Belfast 

“Makes things cheaper.  Everything’s more competitive online” 

Employed male, 24, Garvachy 

 

Views were more mixed about the social value of the Internet in terms of safety, privacy and its 

‘real need’ (as opposed to using it because ‘everyone else does‘).  Some of the oldest of non-

users tended to be most vocal about the potential for its damaging effects in terms of fraud, 

hacking, identity theft, etc., and the dangers to children (particularly their own grandchildren).   
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“It’s manipulative.  It feels like we are all being forced to go on the Internet” 

Retired, male, 68, Glasgow 

“It’s dangerous . . . and anti-social” 

Retired, female, 78, Newtownabbey 

“People know too much about others these days.  It’s intrusive” 

Retired, male, 72, Cardiff 

“People don’t go to the shops anymore . . . it destroys jobs” 

Retired, female, 76, Draycott 

 

Others, sometimes of a similar age, were considerably more positive, despite not being users 

themselves: 

“The grandchildren gain from it.  It’s good for their education” 

Retired, male, 68, Glasgow 

“My son wouldn’t have got a job without it” 

Retired, female, 66, Cardiff 

“Youngsters now couldn’t possibly do without it” 

Retired, male, 72, Bristol 

 

Despite these mixed views, and the widespread feeling about it having advantages and 

disadvantages, on balance, the perceived benefits were seen generally to outweigh the 

disadvantages – to them personally, and to society as a whole.   For some, this was a 

wholehearted view.  For others, typically the eldest in the sample, there was a more reluctant 

sense of ‘inevitability’ about it. 

 

 

3.3.10 Internet access via a fixed broadband connection in the home 
 
VALUE TO THE INDIVIDUAL 
 
For those in the sample who were currently online, Internet access in the 

home was greatly valued.  It was, for many, the main reason why they 

had a landline (via cable or ADSL) in the home. 

 

Home Internet Wi-Fi access was regarded widely as a convenience and, 

in cases without access to mobile wireless Internet services via 3G, essential given the lack of 

alternatives outside that offered sufficient speed, reliability and broadband capability.  Broadly 

speaking, the same principles applied as they did for Internet access from any device (outlined in 

section 3.6.9); particularly those that related to dependency and inter-dependency. 
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As also described in section 3.6.9, online access was not viewed as essential by sub-groups who 

were not currently online, with the exception in some cases of Proxy users, who had a fixed 

Internet connection in the home for the use of visiting and staying family members.  For many 

though who were not online, the belief was that access to the Internet in the home was not 

advantageous.   

 

Fixed Internet access in the home was viewed as non-essential among Mobile Device Loyalists 

who were able to obtain a reliable 3G broadband connection via their mobile devices.  By the 

same token, Mobile Device Loyalists living in areas without access to mobile broadband internet 

services tended to respond like other online segments, i.e., that a fixed broadband connection in 

the home was essential. 
 
VALUE TO SOCIETY 
 
The value to society of Internet access was ascribed to the service, 

rather than the type of device or its location.  Whilst the Internet was 

viewed as having both positive and negative effects, on balance, 

most, except some elderly in the sample, regarded access to be 

essential for all in society, whether individuals chose to access it or not.  The key societal benefits 

were seen as social contact / inclusion, access to information, education and entertainment, and 

economic success and financial well-being. 

 

 

3.3.11 Internet access via laptop / PC 
 
VALUE TO THE INDIVIDUAL 
 
Ownership and Internet access via a desktop PC or laptop was common 

among online participants in the sample.  Through habit or need, the 

tendency was to prefer a larger screen and keyboard.  A larger form-

factor in general, compared to mobile phone Internet access, was 

viewed as essential for work, study, form-filling, etc. 

 

This said, the evidence suggests that the role and use of PCs (both desktops and laptops) is 

changing.  With the advent of smartphones, tablets and other mobile broadband devices, PCs 

were made less use of and more strongly associated with ‘work’ and study, rather than 

entertainment.  Compared to tablets in particular, laptops were viewed widely as bulky, 

complicated and over-featured; less intuitive and easy to use.  At the same time, many online 

users in the sample demonstrated an increasing reliance on and use of mobile broadband devices 

that were valued for their portability, instant access and increasing functionality. 
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“It [laptop] sits on the side for most of the time.  

I get it out for particular things, if I need to look at 

something in detail.  There are things you can’t do 

on a phone that you need a laptop for” 

Employed, female, 22, Greenlaw 

“It’s a hassle to turn it on and wait for it to boot up.  

I’m doing more of what I used to do on a laptop on my phone” 

Employed, male, 24, Garvachy 

 
 
VALUE TO SOCIETY 
 
Societal value was ascribed to the service, i.e., Internet access, rather 

than the device.  Among users, some degree of higher societal value 

was ascribed to access via a laptop / PC for work and, therefore, to 

the wider economy.  This was given the benefits of additional 

features and functionality of a PC (compared to a tablet or smartphone) and, at this time, more 

processing power and usability. 

 
 
3.3.12 Public access to the Internet 
 
VALUE TO THE INDIVIDUAL 
 
Public access (via a library or Internet café as key examples) was valued 

by some, and seen to be essential by a small minority in the sample.  

Typically, those who regarded public access as essential were low 

income, unemployed (younger and older), who could not afford a device 

or the service cost of access.  Public access was seen as essential as the only means of applying 

for jobs, complying with online requirements for Job Seekers’ allowance and applying for a range 

of other social services. 

 

“I have to go online to fill in a form and type in to show 

that I’ve applied for at least 6 jobs in the last fortnight. 

If I don’t do that, I don’t get my benefits” 

Unemployed, female, 48, Glasgow 

“If I didn’t have the computer at the library, I wouldn’t have got this council flat  

Unemployed, male, 42, Edmonton 
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Public access was also viewed as essential for other minorities, i.e., some older people not online, 

wanting to learn, without the cost and investment risk of purchasing a PC or laptop themselves.  

One or two recent immigrants also claimed that free access in a public place was essential to 

them when first arriving in the country. 

 

By contrast, for the majority of the sample, public access was perceived to be of low value.  There 

were readily available alternatives that were easier and more convenient to access.  In addition, 

some, particularly Mobile Device Loyalists felt that Wi-Fi was becoming increasingly available in 

public places, in any event. 

 
VALUE TO SOCIETY 
 
The perceived societal value of public access to the Internet was high 

among particular minorities, i.e., low income, unemployed, and some 

older non-users of the Internet who were interested in going online.  

Others, despite making little or no use of public access, also saw 

value to society.  This was related more broadly to the perceived positive role that libraries in 

particular played in the community, in making Internet access more widely available and 

encouraging non-users to go online.  

 
3.3.13 Mobile broadband – smartphones and tablets 
 
VALUE TO THE INDIVIDUAL 
 
Smartphone telephony and access to the Internet via smartphones were 

immensely highly valued by all segments in the sample who were 

online.  The perceived value was high given the often intensely high 

level of dependency and inter-dependency that mobile access had 

created.  For many, their phone was always on, never left their side and was as important to 

remember taking with them as their wallet or house keys.  More than a few claimed to feel 

significant anxiety if their device was lost or left behind. 

 

Smartphone usage was seen as essential in particular, given the: 

• Multiplicity of uses and applications, and the fit of these into their lives 

• Power / strength of obligation and expectation among others to participate 

• Benefit of access to ‘everything’, wherever they were (assuming broadband access was 

available) 

• The social desirability of ownership, as a status symbol and indicator of social and 

economic success. 

 

It was for these reasons that many felt that ownership was essential. 
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Tablets were also highly valued among those online, and increasingly so, given more widespread 

adoption and what was often described as their convenience and intuitive ease of use.  Many 

low-income participants in the sample claimed that the cost made access prohibitive, unless they 

were given as a gift to them.   

 

In general, mobile broadband (via smartphones, tablets and the use of a dongle attached to a 

laptop), had immense value in most aspects of life, in terms of organising, searching, navigating, 

waking in the morning, socialising, connecting, communication, learning, buying, and so on. 

 

“I feel naked without it” 

Employed, single, male, 22, London 

“You have to have it because everyone else does” 

Employed, single, female, 24, London 

“I call it my brain . . . it holds everything” 

Employed, single, female, 20, London 

“I have to find ways to limit it, because otherwise I can’t do anything else” 

Unemployed, single, male, 23, Glasgow 

“It’s ludicrous really.  You check it and then, 30 seconds 

later, you check it again, knowing that nothing’s changed” 

Unemployed, single, male, 27, Glasgow 

 

This said, reliance on smartphone devices, in the main, meant narrower access to the Internet, 

given limited access to fixed broadband and larger screen and more functional devices. 

 

“Smartphones are easy and intuitive to use . . . but can be limited for helping 

people to develop a full range of digital skills.  The user interface of a smartphone 

presents challenges for accessing some online services, particularly as these 

services become more ever more complex and sophisticated”. ” 

Stakeholder:  Carnegie UK Trust 

 

VALUE TO SOCIETY 
 
There was broad consensus that mobile broadband was an immense 

enabler, with a major empowering impact on social connections, 

reach and relationships, access to information, education and 

entertainment, and economic success and well-being. 

 

A key benefit to ‘all’ in society was its strength of empowerment on the move.  It offered the 

benefit of one device for everything, limited only in the size and quality of the user-interface.  

Much like attitudes to Internet access itself (via any device), the value to society was seen by 

many to be immeasurable.  
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This was despite comments made about some of the drawbacks.  These were expressed by users 

and non-users alike regarding a reduction in the quality of personal interaction 

 

Older respondents, not online, could be more sceptical and were inclined to express particular 

concerns (normally on behalf of their children and grandchildren) about lack of physical activity, 

threats to privacy and personal safety, loss of personal and social engagement in the real world, 

cyber-bulling, etc. 

 
3.3.14 Mobile broadband – apps / applications 
 
VALUE TO THE INDIVIDUAL 
 
The use of apps / applications on mobile broadband devices ranged 

from moderate to high usefulness among those in the sample who 

made use of them.  Their use could be viewed by some as important, in 

providing ready access to essential information, e.g., news sites, weather 

reports, traffic congestion, etc.  They could also be valued highly as a 

free / low cost means of real-time dialogue and image-sharing, i.e., instant messaging services.  

Most though, saw apps / applications more for entertainment and were not viewed as ‘essential’ 

to participate in, given the wide range of alternative ways there were to access information. 

 

VALUE TO SOCIETY 
 
Seen by most users to have low to moderate value, for social 

inclusion and information. 

 

 

 
3.3.15 Broadcast media – Free-to-air and Public Radio 
 
VALUE TO THE INDIVIDUAL 
 
Broadcast media (via Freeview), particularly TV, was viewed as essential 

to nearly all in the sample.  Radio was also highly valued and was 

essential to participants with sight impairment. 

 

Broadcast media was undoubtedly essential to those in the sample who 

were socially isolated.  For these people, TV and radio provided companionship and could often 

be their only window on the world.  The information, education and entertainment qualities of TV 

and radio served a variety of essential functions; social, physical and psychological. 
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“I can’t imagine life without my TV.  It’s company” 

Disabled, male, 63, Augher 

“Got to have my TV.  I’d rather lose my phone than my TV!” 

Unemployed, female, 29, Lochwinnoch 

 

To some extent, traditional devices for access, i.e., a TV or radio set, were not always seen as 

essential.  Among participants in the Majority Fixed & Mobile Internet, and particularly Mobile 

Device Loyalists, segments, access was obtainable from a variety of alternative screens and 

devices, i.e., laptops, tablets and smartphones.  As such, the service rather than the device was 

paramount.  

“It’s nice to watch TV on a big screen but I wouldn’t say it was essential.  

I can watch TV and catch up with the news on my phone or my tablet” 

Employed, single, female, 24, London 

 

“Getting news and information is essential.  I can get it 

from my TV and my phone wherever I am” 

Employed, single, male, 28, Cardiff  

 

VALUE TO SOCIETY 
 

Broadcast media was viewed almost universally as essential for all in 

society and was ranked consistently highly on all key attributes.  The 

general sense was of a powerful ‘force for good’ in society, in 

delivering new information to ‘everyone’ at the same time, breaking 

down barriers in society, reducing ignorance, prejudice and stereotypes, and reducing domestic 

and community tensions.  It was also mentioned by some as good for democracy and free 

speech.  

“Vital links to the outside world.  Keeps  

everyone informed about what’s happening” 

Retired, Male, 68, Glasgow 

3.3.16 Broadcast media – Pay TV 
 
VALUE TO THE INDIVIDUAL 
 
Pay TV was seen to have high value by many.  It was valued less by low 

income participants given its cost and perceived value in relation to the 

cost.  Unlike Freeview, Pay TV was not regarded as essential.  As a paid-

for service, it was more often described as a ‘luxury’, given readily 

available free alternatives, not just in the home, but also in public places 

(like the local pub). 
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“It’s nice to have.  I can afford it, but I don’t think I really need it” 

Employed, male, 42, Bristol 

 
VALUE TO SOCIETY 
 
As a service, broadcast programming was viewed extremely widely as 

essential in its value to society, in the context of safety, social 

inclusion, information, education, entertainment, political debate and 

consumer advice.  Access to this via Pay TV was not typically viewed 

as valuable to society because of its discretionary nature. 
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4. Affordability of Essential 
Communication Services 

 

In this second main section, we look at the affordability of ‘essential services’ identified in this 

study, among low income consumers for whom affordability may be an issue.  The overall aim 

was to understand how, if at all, affordability was a barrier to participation in the use of ‘essential 

services’ for some consumer groups.  We start with some context for affordability before going on 

to look at affordability itself. 

 

4.1 Context:  The backdrop to affordability 

 

Our sample for this part of the research was concentrated on low-income consumers in the 

general UK population and low-income consumers among specific minorities, i.e., the elderly, 

young independents, unemployed, low income employed, disabled and recent immigrants. 

 

We defined low income as those with 70% of the median household income before housing 

costs.  This was adjusted for the size of household.  In addition, the definition included people 

who could not afford to do at least one activity from a list of typical activities.  Please see Q8 to 

Q12 in the screener in Appendices 5.3 and 6.3 for more detail. 

 

Many in the sample, across all nations, were both time-poor and financially constrained given 

(variously) a reliance on benefits, low pay or a state pension.  Those in the workforce were 

typically working long hours to earn enough to meet all essential outgoings.  Many claimed that 

they were unable to earn more than the minimum wage. 

 

Some claimed to be having to borrow on a short-term basis.  Others were using short-term 

borrowing to manage longer-term debt.  They claimed that they needed to bridge the gap 

between their income and outgoings to ensure that essential items were covered. 

 

 

Some were reliant on family or friends for help.  Others claimed to be using payday lenders or 

credit unions as a last resort. 

 

The great majority in the sample were avoiding most forms of discretionary buying.  Typically, 

they lived in sparsely furnished accommodation, had no car, were renting rather than buying, 

didn’t take holidays and stayed in. Some parents were going without more themselves to provide 

for their children. 

“We go without heating.  It’s on for a bit then off” 

Unemployed, male, 42, Edmonton 

“I get meat parcels from the butcher . . . and make it last as long as possible” 

Unemployed, family, female, 42, Aberdeen 
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“Holidays?  We don’t have holidays” 

Unemployed, Single, female, 52, Lochwinnoch 

“You make things affordable by downgrading other things.  It’s a way of life” 

Unemployed, female, family, 37, Bristol  

 

Across this low income sample, the consistent focus tended to be on maintaining stability.  Many 

were preoccupied with juggling in order to keep expenditure under control.  Most were 

concerned to avoid being ‘caught out’ and getting into debt or, in some cases, further debt.  

Various coping strategies were employed to try to keep expenditure fixed and predictable.  The 

main mentions were: 

•  The use of pre-payment keys and cards for most, and sometimes all essential services, 

e.g., utilities, rent, council tax, TV licence, etc. 

• Paying with cash and avoiding direct debits 

• Knowing the cost of things (often to the penny) 

• Sticking to the tried and tested and not switching. 

 

“It’s a constant battle really, to make ends meet” 

Unemployed, family, female, 42, Aberdeen  

“I know exactly what I have to spend.  I like to keep everything constant” 

Disabled, retired, female, 62, Edmonton 

“Pre-paid makes you more careful.  You can see what you’re spending” 

Recent immigrant, unemployed, female, 27, London 

 

It appeared that many of those with very low incomes were vulnerable to sudden changes in 

circumstances, e.g., job loss / redundancy, loss of a chief wage earner (via divorce, death of a 

spouse) or changes to benefits (in terms of frequency and amount). 

 

“I lost my job, but I’m still locked into contract and I just can’t pay my bill.  I’ve tried 

phoning them about it, but they weren’t bothered.  It’s like they thought I was lying” 

Unemployed, single, female, 23, Cardiff 

 

Vulnerability was evident across different parts of the sample, i.e., it was not confined to any 

particular sub-group or ‘type’.  Some in the sample claimed to be more resilient and ‘cushioned’ 

via resources, in the form of savings, access to help from friends and family and / or assets to sell 

in the event of need. 

 

Some participants were more resourceful.  Typically, these tended to be younger, employed and 

more highly skilled. They claimed to be able to work longer hours and / or access better paid 

work, were in a stronger position to borrow money at lower rates (and get better terms), and 

were generally more confident in buying and negotiating. 
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Others, by comparison, were much less cushioned and 

resourceful, with low, fixed incomes, little to fall back on and reliant on more expensive forms of 

borrowing in the event of need.  A small number in the sample claimed to be borrowing money 

on a short term basis to fund longer term debt. 

 

“A person is in a vulnerable position when they cannot choose or access essential products and 

services which are suitable for their needs, or cannot do so without disproportionate 

effort/cost/time . . .  vulnerability is an undesirable state that the market may help create”  

Stakeholder:  Consumer Futures 

 

4.2 The affordability of Communication Services 

CERTAIN COMMUNICATION SERVICES ARE AS ESSENTIAL AS SERVICES IN OTHER CATEGORIES 

There were differences across the sample in terms of what communication devices and services 

were essential to whom15.  But when any participant was asked about the different communication 

services, one or more communication service was always included in the ‘basket’ of essential 

expenditure. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stakeholder views concur with this in suggesting that communication services, as a market, is an 

essential part of expenditure: 

“Telecoms is hugely important . . . and equal to other essential outgoings” 

Stakeholder:  Citizens Advice 

 

“It is very difficult to isolate things. The tendency is to look at the most 

 expensive essential goods and services. This may make telecoms appear 

15 In summary, essential services identified in Section 3 were: making and receiving calls (via any device), mobile telephony 

for calls, Internet access (via any device), fixed Internet access in the home, and email (for many, but not all) 
 52 

                                                      
 
 



 

to be easier to go without or affordable, but this is erroneous” 

Stakeholder:  Consumer Futures 

 

“It is easy to think that communication services are a luxury; an affordable luxury, 

until you realise that if you are homeless, you have no Internet access; 

you have no way of finding a job or making appointments.  If you have 

no phone, you are excluded from others” 

Stakeholder:  Crisis 

 

Like other essential needs, participants claimed that certain communication service needs had to 

be paid for.  As such, the key issues of affordability were as follows: 

1. Whether people perceived communication services as affordable 

2. What the consequences16 were of buying essential communication services 

3. Whether and to what extent unaffordability prevented or limited participation. 

 

These issues are detailed in the sections overleaf. 

 

16 By ‘consequences’, we mean sources of “undue hardship” that may result from having to buy essential communication 

services.  Affordability issues mentioned were debt and the need to develop a coping mechanism of some kind, i.e., 

juggling or ‘trade-off’ against the purchase of other types of essential need. 
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4.2.1 WHETHER PEOPLE PERCEIVE COMMUNICATION SERVICES AS AFFORDABLE 

Differences in the perceived affordability of communication services were evident across the low 

income participants of the sub-groups identified.  In summary:  

 

Low income sub-group: Description: Perceived affordability: 

Landline Loyalists: 
Users of fixed 

telephony only 

High affordability: 

Typically:  Low usage and low, relatively 

unchanging costs that were claimed to be 

manageable 

Landline Plus: 
Users of fixed and 

mobile telephony 

High to moderate affordability: 

Typically:  Low landline usage but more 

variable and sometimes less predictable 

mobile telephony usage 

Proxy Users: 

Users of fixed & 

mobile telephony and 

proxy Internet access 

Moderate affordability: 

Typically:  Moderate mobile telephony usage 

and sometimes less predictable usage 

Majority – Fixed Internet: 

Users of fixed & 

mobile telephony + 

fixed Internet 

Low to very low affordability: 

Typically:  Moderate to high usage of a wider 

range of devices and equipment, low 

predictability of cost (particularly for mobile 

contracts where the monthly cost can vary 

depending on usage) and less well developed 

coping mechanisms, particularly among 

families with teenage children 

Majority – Fixed & Mobile 

Internet: 

Users of fixed 

Internet & mobile 

broadband 

Low to moderate affordability: 

Typically:  High usage of a wide range of 

devices and equipment, but more developed 

coping mechanisms (more inclined to switch 

to find better, more affordable deals) 

Mobile Device Loyalists: 

Users of mobile 

telephony & 

broadband only 

Moderate to high affordability: 

Typically:  High usage of a single device / 

service, i.e., smartphone and / or dongle, with 

relatively unchanging costs that were claimed 

to be manageable 

 

In all, low income consumers with more developed Internet needs (particularly in the Majority 

Fixed Internet segment) appear to be more exposed to financial detriment and less resilient to 

unexpected expense.  
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Across different parts of the sample, the main potential sources of detriment that were mentioned 

were: 

• Cost of devices and their set-up 

• On-going service cost 

• Loss / theft replacement cost and liability 

• Contract cancellation cost 

• Cost of PAYG (versus contract) and payment methods surcharges 

• Complexity and misunderstanding of their deal or contract 

• Lack of access to better deals, e.g. due to use of PAYG, non-direct debit payment 

methods or limited internet access’ 

 

Other concerns were expressed, albeit less prevalently, given what was felt to be their lower 

probability of causing detriment, being less likely to happen, or being potentially easier in some 

way to avoid.  These were: 

• Over-allowance charges and 0800 / /084x / 087x numbers17 

• Denial of service (via communication services debt or a poor credit rating). 

 

As the table on the previous page indicates, affordability was less of a concern among 

participants who were not online and making relatively infrequent use of basic fixed and mobile 

telephony services.  For these participants, the market for basic telephony was felt to be relatively 

simple, transparent and easy to navigate.  Options for PAYG in relation to low usage were seen 

widely to be good value for money and easy to manage by being predictable and controllable. 

 

“I pay £15 to £20 a quarter for my landline, which is fair enough.  They called me to put 

me on a lower user scheme, which I thought was good” 

Disabled, male, 63, Augher 

“I pay £10 every now and again to top it up.  It lasts for ages.  It’s more for emergencies” 

Unemployed, single, female, 52, Lochwinnoch 

 

As such, for Proxy Users, Landline Plus and particularly Landline Loyalists, affordability was not a 

major concern, given relatively low frequency of need and use, and low or no instances of 

exceeding their allowance.  

 

17 Government announcement on 13/12/13 that 084x and 087x will be abolished from June 2015, but this will not include 

financial services.  Also, there remains uncertainty as to whether service calls to government departments will also revert to 

the basic rate.  In addition, Ofcom announced on the 13/12/13 that 0800 will be free on mobile 
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Itemised paper billing was potentially an issue for the above sub-groups, because they could not 

access their bills online.  This though, appeared to be relatively low in impact at this time.  There 

were two main reasons for this:  some who were not online claimed to prefer a paper bill and to 

pay the cost rather than go without (or be ‘forced’ in some way to go online to get a bill), 

provided that the cost was minimal.  A typical cost of around £1.50 per quarter tended to be 

considered as reasonable.  This said, it was clear that many were paying for a paper bill without 

realising it.  When made aware, some could be resentful that they were not informed about it. 

 

“I like having a paper bill . . . I know I’m being charged for it” 

Retired, female, 76, Bristol 

“Yes, I get a paper bill.  I’ve no idea whether it costs me more” 

Unemployed, female, 52, Lochwinnoch 

“I think it should be free.  You’re penalised because you’re not on the Internet” 

Retired, female, 78, Belfast 

 

Low income participants with wider and heavier use of different services (particularly users of fixed 

and mobile telephony and fixed Internet access) appeared to face greater affordability issues in 

meeting essential needs.  Among these users, affordability and communication services debt was 

more often a concern given the need and social pressure to be connected, plus the set up18 and 

combined costs of fixed Internet access and mobile broadband.  

 

“I’m unemployed, on £125 a week, and I’ve got [latest smartphone]. It’s mad isn’t it? 

 It’s a status symbol.  You have to have it to keep up with everyone else” 

Unemployed, single, male, 28, Glasgow 

“I’m in contract and it was okay at the start but  

I lost my job and now it’s hard.  I’ve got to have it though” 

Unemployed, single, female, 32, Glasgow 

“I’ve had to cancel the broadband [at home] because it’s too much money with the 

mobiles as well.  My [smartphone] would be the last thing to go” 

Unemployed, single, female, 24, Cardiff 

 

The pressure on families (employed and unemployed) to provide up-to-date technology for their 

children was especially evident.  Pressure was there given the perceived stigma and level of 

conspicuous poverty without it, fear of their children standing out as different, social exclusion 

and bullying. 

18 By set up, we mean costs associated with purchase of devices and equipment.  No specific mention was made of 

installation charges or any recent rises in these charges. 
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Some families appeared to be more resourceful than others in finding low cost solutions, e.g., 

buying recycled devices, sharing devices, getting gifts and hand-me-downs from other family 

members, lengthening replacement cycles, etc. 

“We share it [smartphone].  My son makes out 

it’s his own when he’s with his friends” 

Employed, family, female, 32, Bristol 

“My daughter’s fine about it.  She knows we can’t afford it” 

Employed, family, female, 42, Aberdeen 

“You have to have it.  The kids can’t go without, so 

we just cut back even more . . . or borrow” 

Unemployed, family, female, 38, Aberdeen 

 

Whether resourceful or not, many of these more under-pressure families felt uncomfortable with 

extended mobile phone contracts given their open-ended nature and the difficulty in predicting 

their cost and keeping to budget within the agreed usage cap or limit.  This was felt to require 

too great a degree of self-discipline or monitoring of their or their children’s usage.  It was, for 

the most part, difficult or impossible to know what each monthly bill would amount to. 

 

Citizens Advice noted the prevalence of calls about mobile phone services.  
 

“It is important to note that many people who go to Citizens Advice have 

debt with a wide variety of different lenders and services.  Mobile phone service 

agreements are the second most complained about issue in calls to Citizens 

Advice consumer service, behind second hand cards from an independent garage” 

Stakeholder:  Citizens Advice 

 

Even for contracts with a fixed cost per month (for broadband for example), concerns were 

evident regarding the length of contract, the extended commitment involved and the penalties 

payable in the event of cancellation.  Despite a certain level of outgoing, what was unpredictable 

was the ability to pay in relation to changing circumstances.  Such circumstances related, for 

example, to the loss of a job, a reduction in benefits, or an additional and unforeseeable essential 

outgoing. 
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CASE STUDY:  NADIFA19, UNEMPLOYED, FAMILY, LONDON 

Once settled into their flat, Nadifa got a fixed Internet connection installed, plus a Pay TV package, 

mainly for her children.  It was her understanding that it would cost £18 a month over three years.  

She set up a direct debit.  After the first six months, the charge went up but she did not check it.  

Eventually, she found that she was paying £80 a month and had fallen into arrears.  She called the 

provider and they said that she had gone over her allowance.  She didn’t really understand.  She 

wanted to cancel it, but needed to pay £800 to end her contract.  She went to a solicitor but found 

that the cost of the solicitor added too much to the debt and so she is now repaying £25 a month 

to clear the debt and has no fixed Internet access.  What she now does, instead, is to connect to 

the Internet via her laptop and a cheap dongle. 

 

CASE STUDY:  YOUNG, FEMALE, UNEMPLOYED, DERBY 

Sam was on a temporary work contract which was not renewed.  She is 12 months into a two year 

contract for her mobile that she now can’t afford to use.  She is behind with the bill.  Her provider 

has cut her off and referred the matter to a debt collector to recover the outstanding amount. 

 

CASE STUDY:  JOHN, EMPLOYED, 32, HILLSBOROUGH 

John has variable income. He was in a two-year contract with a provider for his smartphone.  One 

evening, he was out with friends and got mugged.  He was badly beaten up and spent the rest of 

the night and following day in hospital.  When he finally got out of hospital, he called his provider 

to report the theft.  He later got a bill from the provider for £480.  He called to query it, saying that 

the bill had been run up by the thief.  The provider insisted that John was liable up to the point 

that he had reported it.  John was not at all happy with this and has refused to pay.  The provider 

is now chasing him and it is clear that his credit rating has suffered.  He now has a new phone on 

PAYG and is paying more than he was on contract. 

 

Finally, among those in the sample who had moved to mobile device only usage, i.e., Mobile 

Device Loyalists, this was partly a life-style choice and partly driven by affordability.  Some of the 

youngest low income participants in the sample claimed to be content with the use of a 

smartphone without access to a fixed Internet connection in the home.  These, typically, were 

people who benefited from a reliable 3G signal, in urban more than rural areas,  For them, the 

benefit was the use of a single device for ‘everything’ coupled with less developed needs for 

functionality, provided, for example, by a desktop PC or laptop. 

For others, including some older participants (i.e., 35-55), the decision to move to a mobile only 

solution for Internet access was driven by affordability issues.  Costs associated with a 

smartphone, particularly on contract or via a SIM-only deal were felt to be reasonable and 

affordable. 

19 All names in this report are fictitious in order to protect the confidentiality of participants. 
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This was particularly the case of unlimited usage for text and data, helping to avoid any risk of 

over-allowance charges.  The risk, if any, was more often related to over-allowance charges for 

voice usage. 

 

This said, some potential for detriment was evident in relation to long-term contractual 

commitment, particularly when their financial circumstances changed for the worse, e.g., loss of a 

job.  In addition, some claimed that they had suffered financially from loss or theft, leading to 

high replacement costs and liability for unauthorised use.  Others, wishing to avoid contractual 

commitment, were on PAYG and felt that they were paying more than they would on contract. 

 

 

4.2.2 WHAT THE CONSEQUENCES ARE OF BUYING ESSENTIAL COMMUNICATION SERVICES 

For some low income participants in the sample, the main consequence of having to buy essential 

communication services was debt, particularly if this added to existing long term debt.  In this, 

some were reliant on family or friends for help.  Others claimed to be using payday lenders or 

credit unions as a last resort. 

 

For most though, the main consequence was a need to try to avoid debt through the 

development of a coping mechanism of some kind.  The aim in this was to seek to maintain 

stability and control over outgoings and to avoid being ‘caught out’ and falling into debt (or 

further debt).  In this, some felt particularly vulnerable to a sudden change in circumstances, e.g., 

job loss / redundancy, loss of a chief wage earner (via divorce, death of a spouse) or changes to 

benefits (in terms of frequency and amount). 
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The main forms of coping mechanism identified were: 

 

Coping mechanisms 

Non-Communication Services-specific Communication Services-specific 

• Maintaining control and predictability of 

outgoings through the use of pre-payment 

keys and cards for essentials like utilities, rent, 

council tax, etc. 

• Eliminating consumption of all ‘non-

essentials’, e.g., holidays, going out, alcohol, 

tobacco, etc. 

• Reducing consumption of non-

communication services-specific essentials, 

e.g., turning the heat down or off more often, 

eating less, buying cheaper, lower quality 

food, etc. 

• Paying with cash and avoiding direct debits 

• Borrowing on a short-term basis to bridge 

temporary gaps between income and 

outgoings (mainly from friends, relatives, but 

also credit unions and payday companies) 

• Being organised and knowing the cost of 

things (often to the penny) 

• Sticking to the tried and tested and not 

switching. 

• Maintaining control and predictability of 

outgoings via PAYG 

• Avoiding ‘post-pay’ contracts 

• Eliminating consumption of all ‘non-

essentials’, e.g., Pay TV 

• Substituting a higher cost service 

with a lower cost one, e.g., using a 

basic mobile phone instead of a 

smartphone 

• Sharing devices, e.g., a parent and 

child sharing the use of a smartphone 

• Reducing consumption, i.e., making 

few calls, sending fewer texts 

• Migrating to low / no cost messaging 

services (instant messaging and VoIP) 

• Sticking to the tried and tested and 

not switching, i.e., feeling more in 

control by sticking to a known provider 

• Avoiding bundled deals that were felt 

to involve extended commitment and 

complication. 

 

Commodities such as food and clothing caused affordability problems but appeared to be 

relatively easier to cope with.  As mainly ‘one-off’ purchases, as opposed to items paid for over 

time in instalments, people claimed to find it easier to switch suppliers and find better, more 

affordable alternatives. 

 

For utilities, financial services and communication services, it was clear that some coped less well:  

transactions could sometimes be more complex, non-transparent and contractual, involving 

extended commitment.  The risks were, variously, that they went without the service, used the 

service less, and / or paid more by not being able (or confident enough) to switch and access 

better standalone and particularly bundled deals. 
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“I do PAYG as I’d really stress about not being able to pay a contract bill” 

Unemployed, female, 28, Glasgow 

 “We used to have [Pay TV] with a landline and Internet package.   

We can’t afford that now, so just have a mobile phone each  

and the normal TV.  The landline phone’s gone” 

Retired, female, 77, Breaston 

“Both our mobile phones are basic on PAYG.  We only use them for calls and texts.  

That’s okay.  It’s all so expensive on PAYG though.  I hadn’t realised how much calls and 

text cost.  We make a lot less calls now . . . you can see the money going down” 

Unemployed, female, 56, Llanrhystud 

“My daughter and I share this mobile phone” 

Employed, family, female, 42, Aberdeen  

 

“[Many communication services deals] depend on contractual terms, with extended commitments 

for consumers, and complex deals from companies that are often difficult to understand and 

continuously change. Finding the best deal involves interpreting complicated contracts 

comparing them across providers and over time” 

Stakeholder:  Consumer Futures 

 

A key coping mechanism was to control expenditure with PAYG but this could mean higher usage 

cost compared to a contract, and exclusion from cheaper contract deals and lower Direct Debit 

costs.   

 

Coping mechanisms were sometimes defeated by what were felt to be unpredictable 

circumstances, e.g., unauthorised use arising from loss or theft, or failing to understand the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

when taking up a new service. A common example of not understanding their deal related to 

data allowances, with some having difficulty understanding what, for example, ‘2Gb’ actually 

meant and / or what the financial consequence were of exceeding this limit.  Even when 

understood, difficulties were evident in ‘tracking’ usage, leading to the danger of exceeding their 

allowance without realising it. 

“If consumers can’t pay by Direct Debit or have a poor  

credit record, they don’t have an open choice” 

Stakeholder:  Consumer Futures 

 

Others felt more in control by sticking with a known provider.  In many cases, this was despite 

awareness that this could mean being excluded from better / cheaper deals.  As part of the 

research, we showed participants a range of current deals for smartphones, tablets, laptops, and 

fixed Internet access.  Participants quite often commented that they were currently paying more 

by comparison.  
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Among the non-Internet sub-groups, and some of the particularly financially constrained Majority 

Fixed Internet users, there was a fairly strong degree of reluctance to shop around.  This was due 

variously to lack of knowledge and confidence in what to shop around for, penalties associated 

with cancelling an existing contract, and ‘fear’ / anxiety of ‘missing something’ and paying more 

when entering into a new contract.  The tendency instead was to look for reasons to stay put. 

Lack of the internet also limits their ability to shop around using the internet and potentially 

benefit from better prices online.   
 

Notably, among those who had switched and had experienced a poor deal, the tendency was to 

stop looking around or ‘close their eyes’ to deals that they could actually benefit from. 

 

“It’s hard to know what’s best. You stick to the known names” 

Retired, female, 76, Yate 

“I’m sure I could get cheaper, but there might be a catch.  You see these introductory 

offers and then, before you know it, you’re paying more than you were” 

Retired, male, 72, Glasgow 

“I did go into a shop once, but it’s so confusing.  All these megabytes and things.  I 

didn’t know what to ask for.  I hate going to those places” 

Retired, female, 66, Newtownabbey  

“I don’t feel confident enough to change.  It’s all  

sorted and if you change, there could be hidden costs” 

Employed, male, 58, Merthyr Tydfil 

 “They’re all the same.  It’s not worth the hassle to change” 

Retired, female, 87, Lochwinnoch 

“Financial detriment can cause emotional harm and significant stress and  

mental health problems.  It reduces confidence and engagement 

and deters people from re-entering the market or switching” 

Stakeholder:  Citizens Advice 

Other key impacts of affordability issues mentioned by Citizens advice concurred with much of 

the above and related to . . . 

• People buying contracts that were not suited to their need 

• The length of contracts: “a low monthly payment makes it seem affordable until 

circumstances change” 

• Social pressure to own the latest phone or tablet, particularly among low income parents 

when providing for their children:  “The main concern is the lack of control over teenagers 

in the family when the parent pays for their phone” 

• People paying more than they needed to, given limited willingness or inclination to shop 

around: “Current providers appear to be more successful with retention than potential 

providers are with acquisition.” 
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• People’s desire to maintain stability and avoid unpredictable costs:  “People on low 

incomes feel that they need to keep their outgoings the same and predictable.  Pre-

payment and PAYG are seen as good solutions for this but can cost more.  Telecoms are 

doing a better job to produce more suitable products but there is still room for 

improvement” 

 

4.2.3 UNAFFORDABILITY THAT PREVENTS OR LIMITS ACCESS TO COMMUNICATION SERVICES 

In terms of potential use, unaffordability had a role to play in limiting or preventing access to key 

essential communication services.  These services, in the main were Internet-related.  In particular, 

there is evidence to suggest that affordability is a factor in the divide between those not online 

and those online, and in the development of people’s use of the Internet (between Majority Fixed 

Internet and Majority Fixed & Mobile Internet users). 

Non-users of the Internet, (mainly participants in the Landline Loyalists and Landline Plus 

segments) claimed that they were unwilling to go online, whether they could afford it or not.  The 

barriers to Internet access related more strongly to perceived complexity and greater comfort with 

offline engagement.  Few claimed to be willing or interested enough to justify the cost of Internet 

access in relation to its perceived need or value. 

 

Proxy Users had relatively limited and infrequent access to the Internet via others.  Unaffordability 

was a moderate to major factor in take-up of it themselves.  However, more often, the perceived 

need to go online themselves was low given the ease of getting access via others. 

 

Participants in the Majority Fixed Internet segment comprised many who were struggling to stay 

online, given the combined cost of fixed Internet access and mobile telephony.  Potential sources 

of detriment were typically higher when taking up these services, compared to all other segments.  

 

Some had cancelled their fixed Internet contracts because they could no longer afford to pay for 

it. Others were prevented from developing their Internet usage, given limitations of the devices 

for access that they used, e.g., slow, out-of-date desktop machines and ageing laptops, with 

replacement cost proving to be prohibitive. 

 

“We need to go online mainly for the children 

but we had to cancel it because of the cost” 

Recent immigrant, female, family, 28, London 

“It’s an expense and there other things 

that I need to spend the money on” 

Unemployed, single, female, 48, Glasgow 
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“It’s very old [desktop PC] and goes very slowly.  The laptop’s 

about to conk out.  When it does, that’ll be it.  I can’t afford it replace it” 

Unemployed, female, family, 28, Bristol 

“I really want to get the Internet at home again, for the kids really” 

Employed, family, female, 32, Newport 

 

The response varied depending on what coping strategy was employed.  For some, lack of 

affordability meant going without.  For others, the tendency was to seek help from others, in the 

form of a loan or a hand-me-down from a family member, or to share devices in the household.  

This went some way to solving the problem of replacing old or broken equipment but was less 

effective in covering costs associated with on-going service provision, given worries and concerns 

about contractual commitment. 

“Lack of participation predominantly relates to three things: (i) comfort and 

familiarity with the offline world, (ii) fear of the unknown, such as concerns 

about learning to use new technology or worries about privacy, and (iii) cost, 

i.e., unaffordable in terms of set up and on-going usage charges”   

Stakeholder: Carnegie UK Trust 

Low income participants in the Majority Fixed & Mobile Internet segment tended to be more 

resourceful and financially capable, despite suffering significant financial constraints.  Compared to 

their Majority Fixed Internet counterparts, the tendency was to be more confident, savvy and 

active in terms of shopping around, switching and generally knowing more about where to find 

cheaper options and deals.  In addition, greater savviness meant a more developed experience 

and ability to identify and understand the details of deals and their limitations.  This meant lower 

potential for financial detriment and avoidance of ‘bill-shock’.   

A good part of this savviness came from higher frequency and more ‘fluid’ use of the Internet.  

 

Many in the Majority Fixed & Mobile Internet segment claimed to be well-served with buying and 

price information, product and service reviews, tips on how and where to buy cheaply, plus advice 

on any buying pitfalls.  This also meant better access to more propitious deals via bundles (i.e., 

dual play and triple play). 

“I get an introductory rate of £7.50 a month for 

six months.  After that, I call to haggle or switch to another cheap deal” 

Unemployed, male, 32, Augher 

“I make money off [online auction site] and [online classifieds site]  

which pretty much pays for my Internet” 

Recent immigrant, employed, male, single, 23, Belfast  

“The web’s great for finding cheap deals” 

Employed, female, 27, Bristol 
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“I pay for my connection upfront for the year and get it half price” 

Retired, male, 62, Bristol 

 

Finally, Mobile Device Loyalists tended to have fewer affordability problems. Unaffordability of 

fixed Internet was clearly a factor in moving to the use of mobile for broadband access.  

 

Among participants in this segment, some were limited in their Internet access, given the lack of a 

3G signal where they lived.  This was more prevalent in rural and particularly very rural areas.  In 

areas with a consistently strong 3G connection, the breadth and depth of Internet usage could be 

limited, given a small form factor (i.e., a smartphone) and limited functionality compared to a PC.  

Some used a dongle attached to a laptop to overcome these form and functionality limitations, 

claiming that a tablet was unaffordable (unless given as a gift to them). 

 

“I can’t afford Wi-Fi and I can’t get a 3G signal.   

So that’s it really.  You have to make do” 

Single, employed, female, 22, Greenlaw 

“I don’t get the use out of it.  I need to borrow my 

brother’s laptop to make job applications” 

Employed, single, male, 23, Lochwinnoch 

“It’s cheap.  I pay £10 a month for a SIM-only deal. 

 I get enough minutes and unlimited text and Internet” 

Employed, single, 20, Merthyr Tydfil 

“SIM-only for me.  A contract’s too open-ended.  The one I had was 

 supposed to be £31 a month, but I was paying £75 a month sometimes” 

Employed, single, male, 26, Glasgow 

 

The majority of Mobile Device Loyalists in the sample were digital natives, i.e., people born or 

brought up during the age of digital technology, and were confident and savvy enough to avoid 

potential risks of detriment.  This, variously, was through: 

• Choice of contracts that offered unlimited access / usage 

• Use of apps that avoided additional charges (e.g., instant messaging services instead of 

text) 

• Access to information and apps on free 084x / 087x alternative numbers 

• Greater access to information and contact with others online for information sharing, 

regarding the best deals and positive buying experiences. 

 

In all, much like their Majority Fixed & Mobile Internet counterparts, participants in the Mobile 

Device Loyalists segment were better equipped and able to maximise their usage of communication 

services and devices via better access to lower cost deals, whilst at the same time, being more 

adept at avoiding the potential risks of financial detriment. 
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This said, reliance on smartphone devices, in the main, meant narrower access to the Internet, 

given limited access to fixed broadband and larger screen and more functional devices. 

 

CASE STUDY:  POST-FAMILY, UNEMPLOYED, 55-64 

Sarah can’t work much due to her health.  Dave was made redundant a couple of years ago, and 

has severe back and joint problems.  There isn’t much hope he’ll be able to find any work again. 

They used to have Sky TV, with a landline and Internet package.  They can’t afford that now, so just 

have a mobile phone each and Freeview TV.  The landline phone has gone. 

 

CASE STUDY:  FAMILY, FEMALE, EMPLOYED 

Liz works part time as a catering assistant.  She has two children.  Her husband left her and does 

not contribute financially.  She feels that she is now worse off and it is a struggle to make ends 

meet.  She borrows occasionally from friends. 

Liz has a fixed Internet connection, for the children’s homework and for her son to play on his 

games console.  Her daughter wants a smartphone but Liz claims that she can’t afford it.  The cost 

for the Internet connection is as much as she can afford.  As such, she shares her phone with her 

daughter. 

 

CASE STUDY:  FAMILY, FEMALE, UNEMPLOYED 

Penny is a single mum with a teenage daughter living at home.  She says she is unable to find 

work.  She has close ties with family who live locally.  Her sister gave Penny her old smartphone.   

Penny gets a bit financial help from her family and has also borrowed from a credit union.  She is 

in debt.   

Penny has a very old, second hand desktop which she needs to go online to apply for her benefits 

and search for work.  She did have a fixed Internet connection on contract, but it was proving to be 

too expensive.  She was paying £55 a month and did not think to shop around.  She wasn’t sure 

what to choose and so went for a ‘known’ name.  After being stuck in contract for 12 months, she 

cancelled it and now goes to the library to use a computer. 

 

 66 



 

 

5. Appendices – Essential Communication Services 
 
5.1 Approach adopted in the interviews and discussions 
 
The following documents show in detail the approach we took in the individual interviews and 

focus groups.  These also contain details of the exercises and techniques used for Phase 1:  

Essential Communication Services. 

 
Phase 1 – Essential Communication Services – in home Interviews 

Interview Guide – Final – 22nd October 2013 

TOPIC AREA WHAT WE WANT TO 
UNDERSTAND 

1. INTRODUCE / ESTABLISH RAPPORT 
• Observe any ‘house’ rules, e.g., removing shoes 
• Who we are, what we do, our independence 
• Explain the ‘journey’ that they are embarking upon – 

what we will be doing and why 
• Put them at ease:  emphasise importance of honesty / 

openness, no right or wrong 
• Answer any basic questions they ask 
• Assure confidentiality and ask permission to audio record 

 

5 mins  

2. GETTING TO KNOW THEM 
• Introduction: Home, family (household composition), 

work (if applicable) 
• Background / origins.  How long have they been here (in 

the area, in this country) (ethnic groups)? 
• Where they live – how they describe the area 
• Their home:  rented?  Mortgage? Private versus social / 

housing association 
• Typical week and weekend (is there such a thing in their 

lives?) – how they spend their free time, going out, pub, 
socialising, interests, hobbies, activities 

• What is important to them vs not important in life? Why? 
EXPLORE KEY ATTITUDINAL THEMES: 
• What they think and feel about ‘technology’ 

(communications, the Internet and consumer 
electronics, e.g., TV, DVD, etc.) 

• What kind of person they are when it comes to: 
o Shopping around, switching, buying combinations of 

things (bundling) – to get what they need / 
compensating for what they don’t have 

o Finding out about what’s available / better deals, 
etc. 

o Commitment (i.e., contracts versus ‘pay as you go’, 
in any context) 

o Satisfaction (with what they have) 

 
 
 
As general background context: 
• What kind of person are they?  
• What is their life like? 
• Who and what is around them? 
• What kind of place / area do they live 

in? 
• What general factors / sources of 

influence help to shape their views 
about technology and their 
communication needs? 

• What kind of consumers they are: 
o Informed about what they buy, 

the right prices, etc. 
o Uninformed? 
o Technology lovers, followers, 

rejecters? 
o Etc. 

10 mins  
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3. FOCUS ON TECHNOLOGY OWNERSHIP AND 
USAGE 
Focus on ownership and usage to begin with.  Refer to the 
list of main devices / services they said they used in the 
pre-task. 
Spontaneously: 
• What devices and services have they got in their house 

(whether they personally make use of it or not)?   
What devices and services do they ever make use of 
outside of the home? 

• Briefly, what do they use / do with the devices and 
services they mention? 

• What do they regard as owned and used by them 
personally (versus shared with others)?  Why?  What is 
the difference between personal and shared use? 

• What don’t they use?  Why?  What, if anything, are the 
barriers to using them? 

• How did they come to acquire them?  Were they 
bought or a gift (from whom), or a ‘hand-me-down? 

 
Take a step back for a minute: What, if anything, has 
changed, with regard to their ownership and usage in the 
last: 

• Few years? 
• 12 months or so? 

What might be likely to change in the next: 
• 12 months or so? 
• Few years? 

Why?  What’s the reason for this / these changes? 

 
 
As specific context for the definition of 
what is ‘essential’: 
• What devices and services do they 

currently own and make use of? 
• What do they focus on spontaneously 

/ mention first / talk mostly about, 
any why? 

• What is considered to be for personal 
/ individual use, as opposed to being 
shared (in and outside the house)? 

• What types of individual and shared 
use are voluntary and involuntary, 
and why? 

• What is their awareness, 
understanding and attitude to devices 
and services that they don’t currently 
make use of? 

• What, if any barriers, exist in the 
participation / take up of these other 
devices and services not used? 

• How and what has changed, in the 
past?  What do they envisage 
changing in the future? 

 
 
 

15 mins  
4. IDENTIFYING WHAT IS ‘ESSENTIAL’ AND WHAT 

‘ESSENTIAL’ MEANS – TO THEM AS AN 
INDIVIDUAL 
Refer first to the pre-task:  review their responses in 
terms of what they regard as: 
• Essential 
• Important 
• Nice to have 
• Unnecessary 

Probe for real-life examples: 
• What does ‘essential’ mean in ‘this’ context? 
• How and in what way? 
• What has been (or would be) a real-life example?  

Probe fully for the time, place, circumstances, etc. 
(and feelings at the time) 

 
Important: Focus in the above on devices / services 
they refer to spontaneously (do not prompt at this 
stage). 
 

 
What does ‘Essential’ mean? 
• What defines ‘essential’ as opposed 

to ‘useful’ or ‘important’ 
• In what ways do the functions of 

devices and services contribute to the 
perception and experience of them 
being ‘essential’? 

• What bearing does type and location 
have on what is defined as ‘essential’, 
i.e., how does individual versus 
shared / public use impact on the 
definition? 

 

Continued . . . 
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THEN, DO A SIMPLE SORTING EXERCISE WITH ALL OF THE CARDS (IN 
APPENDIX), IN TERMS OF: 
• ‘Essential’ 
• Important 
• Nice to have 
• Unnecessary 

DO THIS FROM AN INDIVIDUAL POINT OF VIEW, I.E., WHAT IS 
ESSENTIAL, IMPORTANT, ETC. TO THEM  
 
EXPLORE WHAT EACH PILE CONTAINS AND WHAT EACH PILE MEANS: 

• What do we call this pile? 
• What is it that ‘these’ in this pile have in common? 
• In what circumstances? (All, or specific times / 

places?) Which times?  Which places?  Why?  In what 
way?  What for? 

• What did ‘essential’ mean, when you were working 
together on this?  How was it different in your mind to 
‘important’ or ‘nice to have’?  What words describe 
the difference? 
 

IF MORE THAN ONE DEVICE / SERVICE IN EACH CATEGORY:  
• What, if anything, are the differences between these 

devices / services in this category? 
• Check:  is the device the same, and the services 

`different?  Or vice versa? 
• What contributes most strongly to its importance or 

otherwise (the device or the service, or both)?  How?  
Why? 

 
Take a step back for a minute: What, if anything, has 
changed, with regard to what they feel is ‘essential’ in the 
last: 

• Few years? 
• 12 months or so? 

What might be likely to change in the next: 
• 12 months or so? 
• Few years? 

Why?  What’s the reason for this / these changes? 

 
 
 
 
 

15 mins  
Continued . . . 
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4a. EXERCISE 1 / 2 – ROTATED 

EXERCISE 1:  SUBTRACTION: 
Explanation:  Let me lay these cards out on the table, in no 
particular order [all devices and services on cards in the 
appendix].   What I’d like you to do is to take one card 
away.  Think about it this way:  if you had to ‘lose’ or do 
without one of these, which one would it be? 
Briefly explore: why do you feel able to take ‘this’ card 
away? Then repeat: take another card away, and so on, 
until only one card is left. Throughout, gauge the level of 
difficulty they have – and at what particular point (or 
points) when ‘going without’.  At each level, probe: 
• What, if anything, could you do, to ‘compensate’ for 

this loss, with what’s left on the table?  How?  In what 
way? 

• What could be done to improve the quality of what’s 
left on the table in order to ‘compensate’ for this loss?  
How?  In what way?  What kind of improvement in 
quality? 

• What else could you do, as an alternative, with 
something else that is not on the table?  How? 

• At what point (and with what is left), do you feel you 
are at a serious ‘disadvantage’ compared to others who 
have this?  How?  In what way? 

Note: we will rotate exercise 1 and 2 
across the interviews and across Section 
4 and Section 5.  We will vary the 
emphasis in Sections 4 and 5, i.e., 30 
mins on Section 5, and 20 mins on 
Section 6 for the first interview, and vice 
versa, for the next interview 
What does ‘Essential’ mean? 
• What defines ‘essential’ as opposed 

to ‘useful’ or ‘important’ 
• In what ways do the functions of 

devices and services contribute to the 
perception and experience of them 
being ‘essential’? 

• What is the ‘opportunity cost’ of 
essential service provision? What 
choices are able to be made between 
alternatives? 

• Overall, how and to what extent are 
services like fixed telephony, fixed 
broadband, mobile broadband and 
mobile telephony essential? 

• How has this changed and evolved 
over time?  How might it continue to 
change? 

• How, ultimately, does it compare 
with the current Universal Services 
Obligation (USO)? 

EXERCISE 2:  ADDITION: 
Explanation:  I’d like to start with a blank sheet of paper.  
Imagine that every device and service that you currently 
own and / or make use of (in your home and outside your 
home) has been taken away from you.  You have access to 
none of the devices and services we have been talking 
about. 
Now, here are the cards [all devices and services on cards 
in the appendix], shuffled up. I’d like you to go through 
each one and choose just one that you would most need to 
get back.  The one that is most essential to you.  Think 
about it this way:  if you could only have one of these, 
which one would it be? 
Briefly explore: why do you choose this one? Then repeat: 
add one more card, and so on, until all cards are back on 
the table. Throughout, gauge the ‘tipping point’, when it 
becomes ‘easy’ / discretionary to choose between 
alternatives to put back on the table.  At each level, probe: 
• What, if anything, do you ‘gain’ (gain back), when you 

put this on the table?  How?  In what way? 
• What could be done to improve the quality of what’s on 

the table in order to ‘compensate’ for the loss of the 
others that are not on the table?  How?  In what way?  
What kind of improvement in quality is needed? 

• What alternative(s) to this device / service you have 
chosen, if any, could you have chosen instead of the 
one you did choose?  How?  In what way? 

 
 
Continued . . . 
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• What do you feel you have ‘lost’ from the cards you 

could have chosen, having chosen this one? 
• At what point (and with what is left), do you feel you 

are at no serious ‘disadvantage’ compared to others 
with what’s back on the table?  How?  In what way? 

• At what point, does it become just possible to function?  
How?  In what way? 

Discuss / review output from exercises and come to a 
final view: 

• What is ‘essential’? 
• What does ‘essential’ mean? 
• Where and when? 
• For who?  For some, or everyone, in society? Why for 

everyone?  Why only for some? 
• What does an ‘essential’ level of quality mean? 

 

30 mins / 20 mins  
5. IDENTIFYING WHAT IS ‘ESSENTIAL’ AND WHAT 

‘ESSENTIAL’ MEANS FOR SOCIETY (AND 
EVERYONE’S PARTICIPATION) 
I’D LIKE YOU NOW TO THINK ABOUT HOW ACCESS TO THESE DEVICES 
AND SERVICES OFFER BENEFITS TO SOCIETY RATHER THAN TO YOU 
PERSONALLY. 
 
ILLUSTRATE WHAT WE MEAN BY AN EXAMPLE: 
• How essential is it for us all to have access to a 

telephone box? (Rotate with: Landline telephone at 
home and Internet at home) 

• How, if at all, does the use of a telephone box benefit 
all in society? 

THEN CONDUCT EXERCISE 1 OR TWO: 
• Out of all of these devices / services, what is essential 

for us all to have access to? 
DISCUSS OUTPUT – IN TERMS OF WHY 

 
THEN DISCUSS IN TERMS OF POSSIBLE BENEFITS TO SOCIETY: 
You say this is essential for us all to have access to [device / 
service]: 

• What might be the benefits to all in society if 
‘everyone’ were to make full use of this ‘this’ device / 
service? 

• How, and in what ways, if any, does everyone not 
making full use of this device / service create a 
disadvantage to society as a whole? 

• How has this changed – in the recent and more 
distant past? 

• How might it change in the near and more distant 
future? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Continued . . . 

 
 
What does ‘Essential’ mean for 
society? 
• What defines ‘essential’ as opposed 

to ‘useful’ or ‘important’? 
• What distinctions are there, if any, 

between personal needs that can be 
defined as essential (identified from 
Section 3), and those that must be 
regarded as essential for the well-
being of society? 

• What reasons do people have for 
participating in society? 

• What are the advantages to society if 
‘everyone’ participates? 

• What are the disadvantages to 
society if ‘some’ do not participate? 

• How has this changed and evolved 
over time?  How might it continue to 
change? 
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INTRODUCE POSSIBLE BENEFITS TO SOCIETY THROUGH FULLER ACCESS 
AND PARTICIPATION.  START WITH HIGHER LEVEL CATEGORIES TO 
BEGIN WITH (SHOW MAIN HEADLINES ON CARDS): 
o Safety needs: (security, protection: physical and 

emotional, of self and loved ones) 
o Social needs:  Contact and communication with 

others (friends, family and work colleagues), affiliation 
and companionship:  combatting social exclusion 

o Education and information needs: Information and 
learning about the world (keeping in touch, finding 
out and knowing what’s going on, where) 

o Economic and welfare needs:  effective ways to save 
money, earn money; making the basics of living 
affordable. 

OPEN FOR DISCUSSION ABOUT EACH CATEGORY – AND CHECK IF THERE 
ARE OTHER CATEGORIES THEY CAN THINK OF 
 
AIM TO REACH A CLEAR UNDERSTANDING OF: 

• The benefits to all in society if ‘everyone’ 
‘participates’, i.e., makes full use of those devices / 
services you feel are essential 

• How might society as a whole ‘suffer’ if some / many / 
all do not participate 

 
REFER TO STATEMENTS BELOW (WHERE NECESSARY) TO FACILITATE 
FURTHER DISCUSSION, I.E.,  HOW AND TO WHAT EXTENT IS IT OF BENEFIT 
TO SOCIETY, IF EVERYONE HAS ACCESS TO: 
• Entertainment 
• Government services and information (e.g., health, 

benefits) 
• Utilities (electricity, gas, water) 
• Education 
• Work 
• Low cost/good value goods or services 
• Independent sources of news and information 
• Communication with friends, family and work colleagues 

 
HOW, IF AT ALL, MIGHT THE FOLLOWING BE BENEFICIAL TO SOCIETY? 

• To prevent exclusion of some people, e.g., to ensure 
those in rural areas can access the same services as those 
in urban areas 

• Reducing social isolation 
• Working at home reducing travel / congestion costs to 

society 
• Democracy and participation 
• Improving the UK economy 
• Lower costs of government 

 
20 mins / 30 mins  

 
Continued . . .
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6. CHECK ON SPECIFICS FOR KEY DEVICES / 

SERVICES (ROTATED) THAT ARE DEFINED AS 
‘IMPORTANT’ AND ‘ESSENTIAL’  
 
AS A CATCH-ALL, cover anything not emerged from the 
previous sections, re: deep dive into each device / service 
that is defined as ‘Important’ and ‘essential’ from Exercise 
1 / 2 above 
 
Refer to the diary element of the Pre-task and, for each 
device / service, check for: 

• Usage frequency 
• Where used 
• What they do on it / with this device / service 
• Changing use, if any 
• Awareness of what’s available (better, different, more 

advantageous) 
• Attitude to / satisfaction with device / service 

provider / service level / quality 
• How they pay for it (contract / post pay / pay as you 

go, etc.) 
• Lower priority: How they choose (frequency of 

replacement, upgrade) 
• Perceived ease of switching provider 

 
INTERVIEWER TO REFER TO ADDITIONAL PROBE SPECIFICS FOR 
DIFFERENT DEVICES, SERVICES AND TARGET AUDIENCES – SEE 
APPENDIX 
 
THROUGHOUT, ENSURE UNDERSTANDING OF THE DIFFERENCE 
BETWEEN ‘IMPORTANT’ AND ‘ESSENTIAL’ 

 
 
Note: See appendix for additional 
detailed probes in this section for 
different devices, services and target 
audiences 
 
If not covered already, drill down into 
the usage and functions of specific 
devices and services that are defined as 
‘essential’: 
• What, if any, relationship exists 

between frequency of use of a service 
and whether a service is ‘essential’? 

• What are the essential functions of 
individual services and how device-
dependent are they? 

• Is it the device that is ‘essential’?  Or, 
is it the same service, available across 
different devices, that is ‘essential’? 

• How ‘essential’ are specific modes of 
use, e.g., text versus voice versus 
Internet access via a mobile phone? 

• What minimum level of quality of 
service is ‘essential’, and in what 
circumstances?  What does an 
‘essential’ level of quality mean? 

 
 
 

 
10 mins  

7. Wrap up 
Come to a final view: 

• What is ‘essential’? 
• What does ‘essential’ mean? 
• Where and when? 
• For who?  For some, or everyone, in society? Why for 

everyone?  Why only for some? 
• What does an ‘essential’ level of quality mean? 

 
Any last comments, views or questions 
Then thank and close. 
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Phase 1 – Essential Communication Services – Focus Groups 

Discussion Guide – Final – 22nd October 2013 

 

TOPIC AREA WHAT WE WANT TO 
UNDERSTAND 

1. INTRODUCTION 
• Who we are, what we do, our independence 
• Explain the ‘journey’ that they are embarking upon – 

what we will be doing and why 
• Put them at ease:  informal, no right or wrong, not a test, 

etc. 
• Answer any basic questions they ask 
• Explain the room, i.e., audio and video recording 

 

5 mins  
2. PARTICIPANT INTRODUCTION 

Go around the table, one at a time: 
• Work (if relevant) 
• Home, family (household composition) 
• Interests 
• What they make use of, telecommunications and 

technology-wise. 

 
 
 

5 mins  
3. WARM UP 

Get going with a topic that everyone can say something 
about, e.g., ‘Tell me how you feel about communication 
services (at home and outside of the home).  Explain if 
necessary:  telephone, TV, Internet, mobile, etc.): 
Explore this at a spontaneous level, and then use general 
probes to ensure everyone is comfortable contributing 
• What we mean by communications services?  What do 

we think of? 
• What’s positive about it? 
• What are the benefits to you? 
• What are the benefits to us all, as a society? 
• Are there any downsides to it?  If so, what and why? 
• What kind of person are you, when it comes to 

adopting new technology?  Why? 
• And so on. 

 

 
 
 
• What general factors / sources of 

influence help to shape their views 
about technology and their 
communication needs? 

• What kind of consumers they are: 
o Informed about what they buy, 

the right prices, etc. 
o Uninformed? 
o Technology lovers, followers, 

rejecters? 
o Etc. 

10 mins  
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4. FOCUS ON TECHNOLOGY OWNERSHIP AND 
USAGE 
Focus on ownership and usage to begin with.  Refer to the 
list of main devices / services they said they used in the 
pre-task. 
Spontaneously: 
• What devices and services have they got in their house 

(whether they personally make use of it or not)?   
What devices and services do they ever make use of 
outside of the home? 

• Briefly, what do they use / do with the devices and 
services they mention? 

• What do they regard as owned and used by them 
personally (versus shared with others)?  Why?  What is 
the difference between personal and shared use? 

• What don’t they use?  Why?  What, if anything, are the 
barriers to using them? 

• How did they come to acquire them?  Were they 
bought or a gift (from whom), or a ‘hand-me-down? 

 
Take a step back for a minute: What, if anything, has 
changed, with regard to their ownership and usage in the 
last: 

• Few years? 
• 12 months or so? 

What might be likely to change in the next: 
• 12 months or so? 
• Few years? 

Why?  What’s the reason for this / these changes? 

 
 
As specific context for the definition of 
what is ‘essential’: 
• What devices and services do they 

currently own and make use of? 
• What do they focus on spontaneously 

/ mention first / talk mostly about, 
any why? 

• What is considered to be for personal 
/ individual use, as opposed to being 
shared (in and outside the house)? 

• What is their awareness, 
understanding and attitude to devices 
and services that they don’t currently 
make use of? 

• What, if any barriers, exist in the 
participation / take up of these other 
devices and services not used? 

• How and what has changed, in the 
past?  What do they envisage 
changing in the future? 

 
 
 
 
 

 
5 mins  

5. IDENTIFYING WHAT IS ‘ESSENTIAL’ AND WHAT 
‘ESSENTIAL’ MEANS – TO THEM AS AN 
INDIVIDUAL 
 
Refer to Pre-task: examine what they meant when we 
asked them what they felt was (do not prompt!): 
• ‘Essential’ 
• Important 
• Nice to have 
• Unnecessary 

 
Probe for real-life examples: 
• What does ‘essential’ mean in ‘this’ context? 
• How and in what way? 
• What has been (or would be) a real-life example?  

Probe fully for the time, place, circumstances, etc. (and 
feelings at the time) 

 
Important: Focus in the above on devices / services they 
refer to spontaneously (do not prompt at this stage).  
 
Continued . . . 
 
 
 
 

 
 
What does ‘Essential’ mean? 
• What defines ‘essential’ as opposed 

to ‘useful’ or ‘important’ 
• In what ways do the functions of 

devices and services contribute to the 
perception and experience of them 
being ‘essential’? 

• What bearing does type and location 
have on what is defined as ‘essential’, 
i.e., how does individual versus 
shared / public use impact on the 
definition? 
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THEN SPLIT THE GROUP INTO TWO ‘TEAMS’.  ASK EACH GROUP, FIRST, 
TO DO A SIMPLE SORTING EXERCISE WITH ALL OF THE CARDS (IN 
APPENDIX), IN TERMS OF: 
• ‘Essential’ 
• Important 
• Nice to have 
• Unnecessary 

DO THIS FROM AN INDIVIDUAL POINT OF VIEW, I.E., WHAT IS 
ESSENTIAL, IMPORTANT, ETC. TO THEM  
 
CAPTURE RESPONSES FROM EACH TEAM – AND THEN EXPLORE WHAT 
EACH PILE CONTAINS AND WHAT EACH PILE MEANS: 

• What do we call this pile? 
• What is it that ‘these’ in this pile have in common? 
• In what circumstances? (All, or specific times / 

places?) Which times?  Which places?  Why?  In what 
way?  What for? 

• What did ‘essential’ mean, when you were working 
together on this?  How was it different in your mind to 
‘important’ or ‘nice to have’?  What words describe 
the difference? 
 

IF MORE THAN ONE DEVICE / SERVICE IN EACH CATEGORY:  
• What, if anything, are the differences between these 

devices / services in this category? 
• Check:  is the device the same, and the services 

`different?  Or vice versa? 
• What contributes most strongly to its importance or 

otherwise (the device or the service, or both)?  How?  
Why? 

 
Take a step back for a minute: What, if anything, has 
changed, with regard to what they feel is ‘essential’ in the 
last: 

• Few years? 
• 12 months or so? 

What might be likely to change in the next: 
• 12 months or so? 
• Few years? 

Why?  What’s the reason for this / these changes? 
 

30 mins  
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5a. EXERCISE 1 / 2 – ROTATED 
 
KEEP THEM IN THEIR TEAMS AND CONDUCT EXERCISE 1 OR 2 (ROTATE ORDER 
ACROSS THE GROUPS): 

 
EXERCISE 1:  SUBTRACTION: 
Explanation:  Let me lay these cards out on the table, in no 
particular order [all devices and services on cards in the 
appendix].   What I’d like you to do is to take one card away.  
Think about it this way:  if you had to ‘lose’ or do without one 
of these, which one would it be? 
Briefly explore: why do you feel able to take ‘this’ card away? 
Then repeat: take another card away, and so on, until only one 
card is left. 
Throughout, gauge the level of difficulty they have – and at 
what particular point (or points) when ‘going without’ 
At each level, probe: 
• What, if anything, could you do, to ‘compensate’ for 

this loss, with what’s left on the table?  How?  In what 
way? 

• What could be done to improve the quality of what’s 
left on the table in order to ‘compensate’ for this loss?  
How?  In what way?  What kind of improvement in 
quality? 

• What else could you do, as an alternative, with 
something else that is not on the table?  How?  In what 
way? 

• At what point (and with what is left), do you feel you 
are at a serious ‘disadvantage’ compared to others who 
have this?  How?  In what way? 
 

 
 
What does ‘Essential’ mean? 
• What defines ‘essential’ as opposed 

to ‘useful’ or ‘important’ 
• In what ways do the functions of 

devices and services contribute to the 
perception and experience of them 
being ‘essential’? 

• What is the ‘opportunity cost’ of 
essential service provision? What 
choices are able to be made between 
alternatives? 

• Overall, how and to what extent are 
services like fixed telephony, fixed 
broadband, mobile broadband and 
mobile telephony essential? 

• How has this changed and evolved 
over time?  How might it continue to 
change? 

• How, ultimately, does it compare 
with the current Universal Services 
Obligation (USO)? 
 

 
 
Note: we plan to rotate the order of the 
exercises across the groups. 

EXERCISE 2:  ADDITION: 
Explanation:  I’d like to start with a blank sheet of paper.  
Imagine that every device and service that you currently own 
and / or make use of (in your home and outside your home) 
has been taken away from you.  You have access to none of 
the devices and services we have been talking about. 
Now, here are the cards [all devices and services on cards in 
the appendix], shuffled up. I’d like you to go through each one 
and choose just one that you would most need to get back.  
The one that is most essential to you.  Think about it this way:  
if you could only have one of these, which one would it be? 
Briefly explore: why do you choose this one? 
Then repeat: add one more card, and so on, until all cards are 
back on the table. 
 
Throughout, gauge the ‘tipping point’, when it becomes ‘easy’ 
/ discretionary to choose between alternatives to put back on 
the table. 
 
 
 
 
Continued . . . 
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At each level, probe: 
• What, if anything, do you ‘gain’ (gain back), when you put 

this on the table?  How?  In what way? 

• What could be done to improve the quality of what’s on 
the table in order to ‘compensate’ for the loss of the others 
that are not on the table?  How?  In what way?  What kind 
of improvement in quality is needed? 

• What alternative(s) to this device / service you have 
chosen, if any, could you have chosen instead of the one 
you did choose?  How?  In what way? 

• What do you feel you have ‘lost’ from the cards you could 
have chosen, having chosen this one? 

• At what point (and with what is left), do you feel you are at 
no serious ‘disadvantage’ compared to others with what’s 
back on the table?  How?  In what way? 

• At what point, does it become just possible to function?  
How?  In what way? 

Discuss / review output from exercises and come to a 
final view: 

• What is ‘essential’? 
• What does ‘essential’ mean? 
• Where and when? 
• For who?  For some, or everyone, in society? Why for 

everyone?  Why only for some? 
• What does an ‘essential’ level of quality mean? 

 

20 mins  
6. IDENTIFYING WHAT IS ‘ESSENTIAL’ AND WHAT 

‘ESSENTIAL’ MEANS FOR SOCIETY (AND 
EVERYONE’S PARTICIPATION) 
I’D LIKE YOU NOW TO THINK ABOUT HOW ACCESS TO THESE DEVICES 
AND SERVICES OFFER BENEFITS TO SOCIETY RATHER THAN TO YOU 
PERSONALLY. 
 
ILLUSTRATE WHAT WE MEAN BY AN EXAMPLE: 
• How essential is it for us all to have access to a 

telephone box? 
• How, if at all, does the use of a telephone box benefit 

all in society? 
Note: rotate the above example with ‘landline in the 
home’ and ‘Internet access outside of the home’ 

 
THEN CONDUCT EXERCISE 1 OR TWO: 

• Out of all of these devices / services, what is essential 
for us all to have access to? 
DISCUSS OUTPUT – IN TERMS OF WHY 

 
 
 
 
 
Continued . . . 

 
What does ‘Essential’ mean for 
society? 
• What defines ‘essential’ as opposed 

to ‘useful’ or ‘important’? 
• What distinctions are there, if any, 

between personal needs that can be 
defined as essential (identified from 
Section 4), and those that must be 
regarded as essential for the well-
being of society? 

• What reasons do people have for 
participating in society? 

• What are the advantages to society if 
‘everyone’ participates? 

• What are the disadvantages to 
society if ‘some’ do not participate? 

 
 
• How has this changed and evolved 

over time?  How might it continue to 
change? 
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THEN DISCUSS IN TERMS OF POSSIBLE BENEFITS TO SOCIETY 
You say this is essential for us all to have access to [device / 
service]: 

• What might be the benefits to all in society if 
‘everyone’ were to make full use of this ‘this’ device / 
service? 

• How, and in what ways, if any, does everyone not 
making full use of this device / service create a 
disadvantage to society as a whole? 

• How has this changed – in the recent and more 
distant past? 

• How might it change in the near and more distant 
future? 

CHECK:  WHEN THINKING ABOUT EVERYONE IN SOCIETY, PROBE FOR 
SPECIFIC GROUPS OF PEOPLE IN SOCIETY WHO MAY HAVE GREATER OR 
DIFFERENT NEED.  PROBE IN PARTICULAR FOR EXAMPLES 
 
THEN RETURN TO ‘EVERYONE’: You say these are essential for us 
all to have access to: 
INTRODUCE POSSIBLE BENEFITS TO SOCIETY THROUGH FULLER ACCESS 
AND PARTICIPATION.  START WITH HIGHER LEVEL CATEGORIES TO 
BEGIN WITH (SHOW MAIN HEADLINES ON CARDS): 
o Safety needs: (security, protection: physical and 

emotional, of self and loved ones) 
o Social needs:  Contact and communication with 

others (friends, family and work colleagues), affiliation 
and companionship:  combatting social exclusion 

o Information and educational needs: Information and 
learning about the world (keeping in touch, finding 
out and knowing what’s going on, where) 

o Economic and welfare needs:  effective ways to save 
money, earn money; making the basics of living 
affordable. 

OPEN FOR DISCUSSION ABOUT EACH CATEGORY – AND CHECK IF THERE 
ARE OTHER CATEGORIES THEY CAN THINK OF 
 
AIM TO REACH A CLEAR UNDERSTANDING AND CONSENSUS (IF 
EVIDENT) OF: 

• The benefits to all in society if ‘everyone’ 
‘participates’, i.e., makes full use of those devices / 
services you feel are essential 

• How might society as a whole ‘suffer’ if some / many / 
all do not participate 

MODERATOR TO REFER TO STATEMENTS BELOW (WHERE NECESSARY) 
TO FACILITATE FURTHER DISCUSSION, I.E.,  HOW AND TO WHAT EXTENT 
IS IT OF BENEFIT TO SOCIETY, IF EVERYONE HAS ACCESS TO: 
• Entertainment 
• Government services and information (e.g., health, 

benefits) 
• Utilities (electricity, gas, water) 
• Education 
• Work 
• Low cost/good value goods or services 
• Independent sources of news and information 
• Communication with friends, family and work 

colleagues 
Continued . . . 
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HOW, IF AT ALL, MIGHT THE FOLLOWING BE BENEFICIAL TO SOCIETY? 
• To prevent exclusion of some people, e.g., to ensure 

those in rural areas can access the same services as 
those in urban areas 

• Reducing social isolation 
• Working at home reducing travel / congestion costs to 

society 
• Democracy and participation 
• Improving the UK economy 
• Lower costs of government 

30 mins  
7. WRAP UP 

Come to a final view: 
• What is ‘essential’? 
• What does ‘essential’ mean? 
• Where and when? 
• For who?  For some, or everyone, in society? Why for 

everyone?  Why only for some? 
• What does an ‘essential’ level of quality mean? 

 
Any last comments, views or questions 
Then thank and close. 

 
 
 

  

 
 
5.2 Communication devices and services shown to participants 
 
The following show the list of devices and services reviewed in the study.  They were shown to all 
participants on cards: 
 
DEVICES, IN GENERAL, AND FOR SPECIFIC SERVICES: 

Radio 
(DAB / FM) 

Mobile phone 
 for making and receiving calls 

Mobile phone 
for ‘apps’ and the Internet 

Mobile phone 
for texting 

Mobile phone 
for email 

Smartphone 
(for text, calls, emails, ‘apps’, and surfing 

the Internet, e.g., iPhone, BlackBerry, HTC) 
Landline 

(in the workplace) 
Landline telephone 

(in the home) 

Public telephone box / payphone Internet access via a Desktop PC 

Internet access via a Laptop / Netbook Internet access via a tablet 
(e.g., iPad) 

e-reader (e.g., Kindle) TV set 
(HDTV, HD Ready, plasma or LCD, 3D) 

DVD player / recorder  
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SERVICES: 

Access to the Internet 
(via a fixed broadband connection in the 

home) 

Access to the Internet 
(via mobile broadband using a USB stick / 

dongle) 
Making voice calls  

(via any type of phone) 
Internet access at a public place 

(e.g., library, Internet café) 
Apps / applications 

(on a smartphone or tablet) 
Directory enquiries  

via landline telephone  
Access to directory enquiries 

by mobile phone Printed directory (BT Phonebook) 

Directory enquiries 
via the Internet 

Internet access 
(via any type of device) 

Itemised billing 
(for any kind of telephone account) 

Email 
(via any type of device) 

Terrestrial / Freeview TV 
Paid-for TV 

via cable or satellite (e.g., Virgin Media, 
Sky) 

 
 

5.3 Essential Services - recruitment and screening of participants 
 
The following documents show in detail the approach we took in the individual interviews and focus 
groups.  These also contain details of the exercises and techniques used for Phase 1:  Essential 
Communication Services. 
 

Stage 1 – Essential Communication Services - in-home Interviews 

Recruitment Specification – Proposed Final – 23rd September 2013 

 

INTRODUCTION: 

The study is being conducted on behalf of Ofcom, the independent regulator of telecommunications, which 
protects the interests of consumers.  The aim of the study is to understand how and why consumers of all 
kinds use telecoms services.  Our particular focus in this stage is on low income consumers and the disabled. 

THE APPROACH: 

In total, at this stage, we need to conduct 54 in-home interviews in very urban, urban, rural and very rural 
areas, across England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland.  Each interview needs to be 90 minutes in 
duration. 
 
Most of the sample must be drawn from specific low income groups: 

• The unemployed 
• Particular age-groups, i.e., 16-24, 65-75 and 75+ year olds 
• People living in very rural and very urban locations 
• Those without Internet access and those with Internet access (via a fixed broadband connection at 

home and / or a mobile broadband connection, or access elsewhere) 
• Ethnic minority groups (including some recent immigrants who have settled in the UK, within the last 6-

12 months). 
 

In addition, we need to include people with disabilities, i.e., people with a long standing physical or mental 
impairment, illness or disability. By ‘long standing‘ we mean anything over a period of at least 12 months or 
that is likely to affect them for a period of at least 12 months, across a wider range of income groups. 
 
All fieldwork needs to be conducted between Friday 11th and Tuesday 22nd October. 
Thank you. 
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The overall sample structure needs to be as follows: 
 

 Very urban Urban Rural Very rural 
Aged 65-74 2 2 2 2 8 
Aged 75+ 2 2 2 2 8 

Aged 16-24 2 2 2 2 8 
Younger unemployed 2 2 2 2 8 

Middle-aged unemployed 2 2 2 2 8 
The disabled / housebound 2 2 2 2 8 

Ethnic minorities 2 2 2 0 6 
Total: 14 14 14 12 54 

Broad Internet users 3 3 3 2 
Medium Internet users 4 4 4 4 
Narrow Internet users 3 3 3 3 
Non-Internet users 4 4 4 3 

 
Notes on the above: 
• All IDI participants are to be low income except those living with an acute disability where we need to 

represent a mix of low, medium and high incomes. 
• The 16-24 age group need to be working (mix of part-time, casual work, and full time is acceptable) 
• The core age-group for younger unemployed is 16 to 39 years, and for middle-aged unemployed is 40+ 
• Ethnic minorities must be a spread, to represent White (other), Indian, Pakistani, White Irish, Mixed race, 

Black (Caribbean and African).  We must ensure a good spread of length of time in the UK, with some 
recent immigrants having settled in the UK within the last 6-12 months. 

• For levels of Internet access, we would expect this to fall out naturally, though we need to monitor this to 
ensure that minimum levels of narrow, medium, broad and non-Internet usage are achieved across the 
sub-groups as indicated above.  We envisage, for example, that 75+ may be less likely to have Internet 
access, whereas 16-24 year olds may be broader rather than medium or narrow Internet users.  
(Definitions of narrow, medium and broad are provided at Q18) 

• For telecommunications, we would expect fixed line, mobile and Internet services to fall out naturally 
though would need to monitor this to ensure that we achieve a balanced representation (particularly of 
mobile only and non-Internet service households).  

• We define ‘very rural’ as being very significantly distant away from any major city, and involving travel by 
car or public transport to get to any small or medium-sized town, i.e., small hamlets / villages in remote 
areas.  Rural may be a market town or sizable village closer to, but not on the edge of a city.  The following 
provides a guide in terms of type and size of area: 

 Category Description Population  
A Large City 500,000+ Very Urban 
B Smaller city or large town 100,000 – 500,000 Urban 
C Medium town 15,000 – 100,000 Urban 
D Small town (within 10 miles of A,B or C) 2,000 – 15,000 Urban 
E Small town (more than 10 miles from A,B or C) 2,000 – 15,000 Urban 
F Rural area (within 10 miles of A,B or C) 500 – 2,000 Rural 
G Rural area (more than 10 miles from A, B or C) 500 – 2,000 Very rural 
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SAMPLE DISTRIBUTION ACROSS THE FOUR NATIONS: 
We need to distribute the n=54 IDIs as evenly as possible across the four nations as follows: 

 Very urban Urban Rural Very rural 

England London 
4 

Bristol 
4 

Barrowash 
4 

Draycott 
4 16 

Scotland Glasgow 
4 

Aberdeen 
4 

Lochwinnoch 
4 

Greenlaw 
3 15 

Wales Cardiff 
3 

Newport 
3 

Aberaeron 
3 

Llanon 
3 12 

Northern Ireland Belfast 
3 

Newtownabbey 
3 

Augher 
3 

Garvachy 
2 11 

 
 All in the sample, must be the principal or joint decision-maker for basic telecoms services (used 

individually and installed in the home) 
 
 We must exclude anyone who: 

 Works in any capacity in the telecommunication industry, including TV and media 
 Works in Market Research, Advertising, PR / Journalism, Marketing, etc. (i.e., standard 

exclusions) 
 Has attended any kind of market research survey or exercise within the last 6 months. 

 
 Across the sample, we need to achieve a good balance of male and female respondents.  Where 

possible, it would be desirable to interview at a time when more than one member of the household 
is present, i.e., couples. 

 
ADDITIONAL NOTES FOR THE RECRUITER: 
 
 The majority of participants will be on very low incomes.  Please choose the sorts of areas where 

these people will live.  However, please don’t recruit everyone from the same street or block of flats 
 Please only recruit those who have a good level of spoken English.  This may not apply to certain 

ethnic minorities and particularly recent immigrants.  In these cases, we need, in addition, to recruit a 
friend or colleague to take part in the interview to assist with interpretation.  Failing this, we may 
need, in certain cases, to recruit a trained translator – living in the community.  Please discuss this 
with us on a case-by-case basis. 

 Please explain that the research is being conducted on behalf of Ofcom, the independent regulator of 
telecoms services.  Please reassure them that no prior knowledge is required to take part in the 
research. 

 
PRE-TASK DIARY EXERCISE 
 
We need to ask all participants to fill in a simple diary that refers to their use of basic telecoms  (landline, 
mobile, Internet, pay phone call box, directory enquiries, etc.) plus any particular services that are relevant to 
disabled people, or those with hearing / speech impairments.  Please stress that there is no right or wrong 
when filling in this diary.  Remind them that they can call us if they have any questions about the pre-task. 
 

The screener starts on the next page. 
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Stage 1 – Essential Communication Services - in-home Interviews 

Recruitment Screener – Proposed Final – 23rd September 2013 

 
Hello.  My name is ________________ from _______________________. 

We are conducting an important research study about telephone and Internet services, on behalf of Ofcom 
which regulates the UK telecommunications industry.  May I ask you a few questions? 
 
REASSURE:  Everything you say as part of the research will be entirely confidential.  We are not trying to sell 
you anything, etc. 
 

Q1. Firstly, we need to be sure that we recruit people who work in certain occupations.  Could you please tell 
me if you, any members of your family or close friends work in any of the following areas? 

 

A  Marketing or advertising  CLOSE 

B  Market research  CLOSE 

C  Journalism / Public relations / The media  CLOSE 

D  Telecommunications industry, including TV, in any 
capacity   CLOSE 

E  None of these  CONTINUE 

 
Q2. Have you participated in any kind of market research in the past 6 months? 

 

1  Yes  CLOSE 

2  No  CONTINUE 

 
Q3. Gender (INT: Do not ask) 
 

1  Female  50% OF RESPONDENTS 

2  Male  50% OF RESPONDENTS 

 
 SHOWCARD A 
Q4. Which of the following statements best describes your role when it comes to deciding on what 

telephone, (mobile and landline) and Internet services to pay for and use? 
 READ LIST.  RECORD ONE RESPONSE. 

A  I am the primary decision-maker in my household  CONTINUE 

B  I share in the responsibility  CONTINUE 

C  Others make the decisions  SEEK REFERRAL 
 

 
 IT IS ESSENTIAL THAT RESPONDENT PLAYS A SIGNIFICANT ROLE IN DECISION-MAKING 
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 SHOWCARD B 
Q5. Which one of the following age categories do you fall into? 

 

A  Younger than 16 years  CLOSE 

B  16 to 24  

PLEASE RECRUIT 
TO QUOTA 

C  25 to 34 years  

D  35 to 44  

E  45 to 54  

F  55 to 64  

G  65 to 74  

H  75 or older  

  Refused  CLOSE 

 
 
Q6. Do you have any kind of long standing physical or mental impairment, illness or disability?  By ‘long 

standing‘ I mean anything over a period of at least 12 months or that is likely to affect you for a period of 
at least 12 months 

1  Yes  RECRUIT TO QUOTA 

2  No  CONTINUE 

 
 ASK ALL 
Q7. What, if any, is the occupation of the chief income earner in your household? 

(IF RETIRED, THEN PLEASE ASK:  What, if any, was the occupation of the chief income earner in your 
household?)  TO OBTAIN AN ACCURATE MEASURE OF SOCIAL GRADE, PLEASE PROBE FOR: position / 
rank / grade, industry, qualifications and number of staff responsible (if any) 

 

1  A 

OBTAIN A GOOD 
SPREAD FOR 

DISABLED QUOTA 
 

ALLOW TO FALL 
OUT NATURALLY 
FOR ALL OTHERS 

2  B 

3  C1 

4  C2 

5  D 

6  E 

7  Refused / not stated THANK & CLOSE 
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 ASK ALL 
Q8. Which one of following statements best applies to you? 
 

A  
1-adult, single, living alone (including 
unmarried, divorced, separated, 
widowed, and empty nester) 

GO TO TABLE 1, BELOW B  1-adult, single, sharing a house with 
others (friends, housemates) 

C  2-adults, married or co-habiting (with no 
children, or empty nesters) 

D  1-parent family with at least one child 
under 18 at home 

GO TO Q9 
E  2 parent / adult family with at least one 

child under 18 at home 

  Refused / Not stated THANK AND CLOSE 

 
 ASK Q9 IF D OR E AT Q8 ABOVE – OTHERWISE GO TO TABLE 1 BELOW 
Q9. How many children aged under and over 14 live with you in your household? 
 PLEASE ENTER NUMBER OF CHILDREN IN BOXES BELOW 
 

Number of children aged under 14  

Number of children aged over 14 but under 18  

 
 TABLE 1:   

PLEASE CODE BELOW BY COMBINING QUESTIONS 8 & 9 
  Code from Q8 
  1 adult / 

parent in 
the house 

 2 adults / 
parents in the 

house 

CO
DE

 F
RO

M
 Q

9 

No children / empty nester  1   9 
    
1 Child only – under 14  2   10 
1 child only – over 14  3   11 
    
2 children under 14  4   12 
2 children – one under 14 and one over 14  5   13 
2 children over 14  6   14 
    
3+ children all under 14  7   15 
3+ children, not all under 14  8   16 
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ASK ALL 
SHOWCARD C 
Q10. What would you say is your total income? Please include any benefits or credits that you and your 

partner receive, including housing benefit, as well as any income from employment.  Please pick one of 
the letters on this card: 

Yearly household 
income 

Monthly household 
income 

Weekly household 
income   

£0 - £10,000 Up to £833 Up to £190 A 

FOR ALL EXCEPT DISABLED, 
LOOK UP TABLE 2 TO 

DETERMINE ELIGIBILITY FOR 
RECRUITMENT 

£10,001 - £11,000 £834 - £917 £190 - £210 B 
£11,001 - £12,000 £918 - £1,000 £211 - £230 C 
£12,001 - £13,000 £1,001 - £1,083 £231 - £250 D 
£13,001 - £14,000 £1,084 - £1,167 £251 - £270 E 
£14,001 - £15,000 £1,168 - £1,250 £271 - £290 F 
£15,001 - £16,000 £1,251 - £1,333 £291 - £310 G 
£16,001 - £17,000 £1,334 - £1,417 £311 - £330 H 
£17,001 - £18,000 £1,418 - £1,500 £331 - £350 I 
£18,001 - £19,000 £1,501 - £1,583 £351 - £370 J 
£19,001 - £20,000 £1,584 - £1,667 £371 - £390 K 
£20,001 - £21,000 £1,668 - £1,750 £391 - £410 L 
£21,001 - £22,000 £1,751 - £1,833 £411 - £430 M 
£22,001 - £23,000 £1,834 - £1,917 £431 - £450 N 
£23,001 - £24,000 £1,918 - £2,000 £451 - £470 O 
£24,001 - £25,000 £2,001 - £2,083 £471 - £490 P 
£25,001 - £26,000 £2,084 - £2,167 £491 - £510 Q 

More than £26,000 More than £2,167 More than £510 R THANK & CLOSE – UNLESS 
DISABLED (code 1 AT Q6)  

 
TABLE 2: 
PLEASE USE THE ROW NUMBER, BASED ON THE CODE (1-16) FROM TABLE 1 (ON PREVIOUS PAGE, AFTER 
Q9), AND THE CODES A-R FROM ABOVE, THEN READ ACROSS THAT ROW, LEFT TO RIGHT, UNTILYOU REACH 
THE DOT THAT APPLIES 
  TAKE CODE FROM Q10 
  A-B C-E F-G H I-J K L M N-0 P Q R 

TA
KE

 C
O

DE
 F

RO
M

 T
AB

LE
 1

 

1             
2             
3             
4             
5             
6             
7             
8             
9             

10             
11             
12             
13             
14             
15             
16             

IF CODED IN WHITE AREA, THE RESPONDENT IS ELIGIBLE.  IF IN A SHADED AREA, THEN CLOSE 
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 ASK ALL 
 SHOWCARD D 
Q11. Which ONE of the following statements best describes your current work situation in your household? 
 

A  Currently in paid employment (full or part time) 

RECRUIT TO 
QUOTA B  Not currently in any form of paid employment 

C  Retired 

 
Q12. I am now going to ask you some questions that relate to things that some people have but which 

others might have difficulty finding the money for.  For each of the statements on this card, please 
choose a number that best describes your current situation: 
SHOWCARD E 
MULTI-CODE AND WRITE IN 

Can you (and your family / partner) afford to: 

A Decorate your home?  

ALL EXCEPT DISABLED MUST 
CODE RESPONSE 2 (BELOW) 
TO AT LEAST ONE OF THESE 

B Pursue a hobby or take part in 
regular leisure activity?  

C Take a holiday away from home one 
week a year (not with relatives)  

D Pay for home contents insurance  

E Go out with friends for drinks / a 
meal at least once a month  

F Make savings of £10 a month or 
more?  

G Replace worn out furniture?  

H Replace broken electrical goods?  

J Spend money on yourself each 
week?  

K Keep your house warm?  

   

 

SHOWCARD E – RESPONSES: 

1. I / we have this 

2. I / we would like to have this, but cannot afford it at the 
moment 

3. I / we do not want or need this at the moment 
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 ASK ALL 
 SHOWCARD F 
Q13.  Which one of the ethnic groups shown on this card do you consider yourself to belong to? 

  
WHITE:  
A British  

RECRUIT TO QUOTA 
AND ENSURE A GOOD 

MIX 

B Irish  
C Other (non-British or Irish) 

(PLEASE WRITE IN) 
___________________ 

 

 
MIXED OR MIXED BRITISH: 
D White and Black Caribbean  
E White and Black African  
F White and Asian  
G Any other mixed ethnicity 

(PLEASE WRITE IN) 
____________________ 

 

 
ASIAN OR ASIAN BRITISH: 
H Indian  
I Pakistani  
J Bangladeshi  
K Any other Asian ethnicity  
 
BLACK OR BLACK BRITISH: 
L Caribbean  
M African  
N Any other Black ethnicity 

(PLEASE WRITE IN) 
____________________ 

 

CHINESE AND OTHER ASIAN: 
O Chinese  
P Any other Asian ethnicity 

(PLEASE WRITE IN) 
_____________________ 

 

 Not stated / Refused  THANK AND CLOSE 
 

 ASK Q14 OF ALL WHO DO NOT ANSWER WHITE BRITISH AT Q13 ABOVE – ELSE SKIP TO Q16. 
SHOWCARD G 

Q14. Which one of the following descriptions on this card best applies to you? 

A  I was born in the UK CHECK QUOTA AND GO TO Q16 

B  I was not born in the UK but am settled here and 
intend to stay for the foreseeable future GO TO Q13 

C  I was not born in the UK, am not settled here and 
intend to leave the UK in the next 6 months THANK AND CLOSE 

  Refused / not stated 
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Q15. How long have you lived in the UK? 

A  Less than 6 months MUST ENSURE A SPREAD 
 

PLEASE ENSURE THAT WE INCLUDE 
SOME A AND B 

 

B  6 to 12 months 
C  More than a year and less than 5 years 
D  5 to 10 years 
E  More than 10 years 
  Refused / not stated THANK AND CLOSE 

 

 ASK ALL 

Q16. Do you have access to the Internet, from home, work or some other place? 
 

1  Yes  CHECK QUOTA AND GO TO Q17 

2  No  CHECK QUOTA AND GO TO INVITE 

 
 

ASK Q17 & Q18 FOR ALL WHO ACCESS THE INTERNET – OTHERWISE GO TO INVITE 
SHOWCARD H 

Q17. At which, if any, of these places do you access the Internet 
 

A  Your home (via a fixed wired or wireless broadband connection to 
a desktop PC, laptop or tablet) 

MUST ENSURE A 
SPREAD 

 
 

B  Your home or elsewhere (via a mobile broadband connection, 
using a dongle, attached to a laptop or tablet) 

B  Your place of work 
C  College / school / university 
D  Local library 
E  Internet café 
F  Your mobile phone 
G  A Wi-Fi hotspot 

  

Other (PLEASE STATE) 
 
____________________________ 
 

PLEASE CHECK 
WITH THE OFFICE 

 

 

 Continued . . . 
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Q18. I’m going to read out a list of the types of things that people can do when they access the Internet.  For each one that I 
read out, please tell me whether you currently do this when you access the Internet. 
READ OUT EACH ACTIVITY: 

   Do this Don’t do this 

A 

Finding information for booking holidays   
Finding information for your leisure time including cinema and 
live music   

Looking at news websites   
Visiting dating websites (like match.com, Dating Direct or 
eHarmony, etc.)   

B Sending and receiving e-mails   
C Buying and selling things online   

D 

Complete government processes online, e.g., register for tax 
credits, renew driving licence, car tax or passport, complete tax 
return 

  

Finding information about public services provided by local or 
national government   

E 
Finding Information for your work or your job or your studies   
Doing an online course to achieve a qualification   
Looking at job opportunities   

F Finding information about health issues   
G Banking and paying bills online   

H Looking at social networking sites such as Facebook, MySpace, 
Pico, Bebo, or Twitter   

I 
Making or receiving calls over the Internet (e.g. Skype)   
Using online chat rooms or Instant Messaging   

J Downloading software   

K Watch online or download short video clips such as music videos 
or comedy clips (e.g., on YouTube)   

L Listen to or download music online   

M Watch online or download TV progs or films (e.g., BBC iPlayer, 
4OD, ITV Player, etc.)   

N Listening to radio stations online   
O Looking at political or campaign or issues websites    
P Playing games online   
Q Maintaining a website or blog/ weblog   
R Online gambling   

 
FOR Q18 ABOVE, CHECK QUOTA FOR NARROW, MEDIUM AND BROAD USERS: 
 

• FOR NARROW USERS, MUST CURRENT DO AT LEAST  ONE ACTIVITY IN NO MORE THAN 6 OF 
CATEGORIES A-R 

• FOR MEDIUM USERS, MUST DO AT LEAST  ONE ACTIVITY IN 7 TO 10 OF THE CATEGORIES A-R 
• FOR BROAD USERS, MUST DO AT LEAST ONE ACTIVITY IN 11 OR MORE OF THE CATEGORIES A-R 

 
IF THE RESPONDENT FITS TO QUOTA, THEN PLEASE GO TO THE INVITE, OTHERWISE CLOSE. 
 

INVITE 
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5.4 Essential services - locations sampled 
 
We sampled a total of 21 locations across the four nations, ensuring a strong and balanced 

representation of very urban, urban, rural and very rural residential areas.  We defined these areas 

as follows: 

 
 Category Description Population 

Very urban A Large city 500,000+ 
Urban B Smaller city or large town 100,000-500,000 
Urban C Medium town 15,000-100,000 
Urban D Small town (within 10 miles of A, B or C) 2,000-15,000 
Urban E Small town (more than 10 miles of A, B or C) 2,000-15,000 
Rural F Rural area (within 10 miles of A, B or C) 500-2,000 

Very rural G Rural area (more than 10 miles from A, B or C) 500-2,000 
 

The actual locations sampled were as follows: 
 

 Very urban Urban Rural Very rural 

England Edmonton 
Yate 

Chipping Sodbury 
Bristol 

Barrowash Draycott 
Breaston 

Scotland Glasgow Aberdeen Lochwinnoch Greenlaw 

Wales Cardiff Newport 
Merthyr Tydfil Aberaeron Llanon 

Llanrhystud 
Northern Ireland Belfast Newtownabbey Augher Gavarchy 

 
 

5.5 Essential Services - detailed sample achieved 

 
England:20 

 
Location Location 

Type
Age Gender Working status Disability Ethnic Group Internet 

Usage
Edmonton Very Urban 65-74 Female Retired None White British Non user
Edmonton Very Urban 25-34 Female Unemployed None Black African Narrow
Edmonton Very Urban 45-54 Male Unemployed Wheelchair, Spina Bifida White British Broad
Edmonton Very Urban 35-44 Male Unemployed None White British Medium
Yate Urban 75+ Female Retired None White British Non user
Yate Urban 65-74 Male Retired Limited mobility White British Narrow
Chipping Sodbury Urban 25-34 Female Unemployed None White British Medium
Yate Urban 16-24 Male Employed None White British Broad
Barrowash Rural 25-34 Female Unemployed None White British Narrow
Barrowash Rural 16-24 Male Employed, full time None White British Medium
Barrowash Rural 16-24 Female Employed, part time None Chinese Asian Broad
Barrowash Rural 75+ Male Retired Limited mobility White British Non user
Draycott Very Rural 35-44 Female Unemployed None White British Narrow
Draycott Very Rural 75+ Female Retired Limited mobility White British Non user
Draycott Very Rural 45-54 Male Unemployed None White British Medium
Breaston Very Rural 65-74 Female Retired Wheelchair user White British Broad  
 

20 All the IDI sample (in each nation) were low income except those living with a disability, i.e., participants with a disability 

comprised a mix of low, medium and high incomes 

In-home Individual Interviews among low income21 citizens: n=16 (4 x Very Urban, 4 x Urban,  

4 x Rural & 4 x Very Rural) 

Focus Groups among citizens in the general population: (x2, n=16) 

Location Life-stage Demographic
Central London Young Single BC1
Central London Family C2DE
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Scotland: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Wales: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Focus Groups among citizens in the general population: (x2, n=16) 

Focus Groups among citizens in the general population: (x2, n=16) 

In-home Individual Interviews among low income citizens: n=15 (4 x Very Urban, 4 x Urban,  

4 x Rural & 3 x Very Rural) 

Location Location Type Age Gender Working status Disability Ethnic Group
Internet 
Usage

Glasgow Very Urban 35-44 Female Unemployed Paraplegic White British Narrow
Glasgow Very Urban 75+ Male Retired Partially sighted White British Non user
Glasgow Very Urban 16-24 Male Employed, part timNone White British Medium
Glasgow Very Urban 35-44 Female Unemployed None White British Medium
Aberdeen Urban 35-44 Female Employed, part timNone White British Narrow
Aberdeen Urban 65-74 Female Retired None White British Non user
Aberdeen Urban 35-44 Female Unemployed Limited mobility White British Broad
Aberdeen Urban 35-44 Male Unemployed None White British Broad
Lochwinnoch Rural 25-34 Female Unemployed None White British Medium
Lochwinnoch Rural 75+ Female Retired None White British Narrow
Lochwinnoch Rural 16-24 Male

  
time Limited mobility White British Broad

Lochwinnoch Rural 45-54 Female Unemployed None White British Narrow
Greenlaw Very Rural 16-24 Female

  
time None White British Non user

Greenlaw Very Rural 55-64 Female Unemployed Housebound White British Medium
Greenlaw Very Rural 65-74 Male Retired None White British Narrow

Location Life-stage Demographic
Glasgow Young Single C2DE
Glasgow Family BC1

In-home Individual Interviews among low income citizens: n=12 (3 x Very Urban, 3 x Urban,  

2 x Rural & 4 x Very Rural) 

Location Location 
Type

Age Gender Working status Disability Ethnic Group Internet 
Usage

Cardiff Very Urban 45-54 Female Employed, part time None Caribbean Indian Narrow
Cardiff Very Urban 65-74 Female Unemployed None Black African Non user
Cardiff Very Urban 16-24 Female Unemployed Wheelchair, Spina Bifida White British Medium
Newport Urban 45-54 Male Unemployed None White British Medium
Newport Urban 65-74 Male Retired None White British Broad
Newport Urban 16-24 Male Unemployed Mental health issues White British Non user
Aberaeron Rural 16-24 Female Employed, part time None White British Broad
Aberaeron Rural 35-44 Male Employed, full time None Black African Narrow
Llanon Very Rural 75+ Female Unemployed None White British Medium
Llanrhystud Very Rural 65-74 Male Retired None White British Medium
Llanrhystud Very Rural 55-64 Female Unemployed None White British Non user
Llanon Very Rural 16-24 Female Unemployed None White British Broad

Location Life-stage Demographic
Cardiff Pre-family BC1
Cardiff Post-family / older independents & Retirees C2DE
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Northern Ireland: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Focus Groups among citizens in the general population: (x2, n=16) 

Location Location Type Age Gender Working status Disability Ethnic Group
Internet 
Usage

Belfast Very Urban 75+ Female Retired None White British Non user
Belfast Very Urban 35-44 Female Unemployed None White British Medium
Belfast Very Urban 16-24 Male Unemployed None Black African Broad
Belfast Very Urban 35-44 Male Unemployed None White British Broad
Newton Abbey Urban 55-64 Male Unemployed None White British Broad
Newton Abbey Urban 65-74 Female Retired None White British Non user
Newton Abbey Urban 65-74 Male Retired Angina, limited mobility White British Medium
Augher Rural 25-34 Male Unemployed None White British Medium
Augher Very Rural 55-64 Male Unemployed Severe heart condition White British Non user
Garvachy Very Rural 16-24 Male Unemployed None White British Medium
Garvachy Very Rural 45-54 Female Unemployed Very limited mobility White British Medium

In-home Individual Interviews among low income citizens: n=11 (4 x Very Urban, 3 x Urban,  

2 x Rural & 2 x Very Rural) 

Location Life-stage Demographic
Hillsborough Pre-family C2DE
Hillsborough Post-family / older independents & Retirees BC1
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6. Appendices – Affordability of Essential Communication 
Services 
 
6.1 Approach adopted in the interviews and discussions 
The following documents show in detail the approach we took in the individual interviews and focus 
groups for Phase 2:  Affordability of Essential Communication Services. 
 
Phase 1 – Affordability of Essential Communication Services – In Home 
Interviews 

Interview Guide – Final – 22nd November 2013 

TOPIC AREA WHAT WE WANT TO 
UNDERSTAND 

1. INTRODUCE / ESTABLISH RAPPORT 
• Observe any ‘house’ rules, e.g., removing shoes 
• Who we are, what we do, our independence 
• Explain the ‘journey’ that they are embarking upon – 

what we will be doing and why 
• Put them at ease:  emphasise importance of honesty / 

openness, no right or wrong 
• Answer any basic questions they ask 
• Assure confidentiality and ask permission to audio 

record 

 

5 mins  
2. GETTING TO KNOW THEM 

INTRODUCTION: 
• Home, family (household composition), work (if 

applicable) 
• Contact with others (friends, family, colleagues) 
• Background / origins.  How long have they been here (in 

the area, in this country)? 
• Where they live – how they describe the area 
• Their home: rented?  Mortgage? Private versus social / 

housing association 
CHECK ON CURRENT TELECOMS OWNERSHIP AND USAGE: 
• What devices and services have they got in their house 

(whether they personally make use of them or not)?   
What devices and services do they ever make use of 
outside of the home? 

DETERMINE WHICH SEGMENT THEY BEST CORRESPOND TO: 
• Landline Loyalists (fixed telephony only) 
• Landline Plus (Fixed and basic mobile telephony) 
• Proxy Users (fixed and mobile telephony, plus 

Internet use by proxy) 
• Majority Fixed Internet (fixed and mobile 

telephony, plus fixed Internet access) 
• Majority Fixed & Mobile Internet (fixed Internet 

access and mobile broadband) 
• Mobile Device Loyalists (mobile devices only) 

 
As general background context: 
• What kind of person are they?  
• What is their life like? 
• Who and what is around them? 
• What kind of place / area do they live 

in? 
 
 
 
 
• What telecoms devices and services 

do they own and use in and outside 
the home, plus frequency of use? 
 

• What ‘segment’ do they best 
correspond with (identified from 
Phase 1)? 

 
 

10 mins  
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3. IDENTIFYING WHAT IS ‘AFFORDABLE’ AND WHAT 
‘AFFORDABLE’ MEANS – IN THE CONTEXT OF 
TELECOMS SERVICES 
QUICKLY RUN THROUGH WHAT THEY CURRENTLY PAY FOR EACH OF THE 
SERVICES THEY HAVE (ON-GOING COSTS, PLUS ANY SET UP COSTS).  
ENSURE AN UNDERSTANDING OF METHODS OF PAYMENTS (D/D, PAY 
AS YOU GO, ETC.) 
THEN REFER FIRST TO THE PRE-TASK:  REVIEW THEIR RESPONSES.  
EXPLORE, SPONTANEOUSLY:  VALUE FOR MONEY, WHAT IS 
AFFORDABLE AND UNAFFORDABLE, E.G.,: 
• What makes ‘this’ service: 

• Affordable? 
• Unaffordable? 
• Good value for money? 
• Poor value for money? 

THROUGHOUT, ASK ‘WHY?’ AND IN WHAT CIRCUMSTANCES?, TO 
ENSURE AN UNDERSTANDING OF: 
• What does ‘affordable’ and ‘unaffordable’ mean?  What 

makes one particular service affordable and another 
unaffordable? 

• What ‘value for money’ means? 
• What they understand the difference to be between 

affordable / unaffordable and value for money’? 
TEST OFCOM’S DEFINITION OF AFFORDABILITY 
• How does this compare with their understanding?  

What is similar or different about it? 
• How does it differ from their understanding of value for 

money?  Why? 
THEN, DO A SIMPLE SORTING EXERCISE WITH ALL OF THE CARDS (IN 
APPENDIX), IN TERMS OF: 
• Very or fairly ‘Affordable’ versus fairly or very 

unaffordable 
• What they currently use (frequently and infrequently) 

and don’t use 
BRIEFLY, EXPLORE WHAT EACH PILE CONTAINS AND WHAT EACH PILE 
MEANS: 
• What is it that ‘these’ in this pile have in common? 
• In what circumstances? Why?  In what way 

 
THEN EXPLORE EACH OF THE FOUR PILES IN DEPTH (ROTATE ORDER, 
ACROSS THE INTERVIEWS): 
 
(i) USE + VERY OR FAIRLY AFFORDABLE: 

• How frequently do you use this service? 
• What makes it very / fairly affordable?  Why? 
• How much do you currently pay for this service? 

What is the impact, if any, of additional charges such 
as paper bills or surcharges depending on the 
method of payment? 

• How do you pay for it (PAYG, contract, payment 
plan, etc.?) 

• How does it relate to ‘value for money’?  What 
makes it worth paying for? 

 
Continued . . . 
 

 
 

 
What does ‘affordable’ mean? 
• What does it mean in terms of price 

and value for money? 
• What makes one particular service 

affordable and another unaffordable? 
• Under what circumstances are 

telecoms unaffordable? 
• How does this relate to frequency of 

use and what is felt to be essential 
versus a ‘nice to have’? 

• More specifically, in what ways do 
the functions of devices and services 
contribute to the perception and 
experience of them being ‘affordable’ 
or ‘unaffordable’? 

• Ultimately, what is the affordability of 
specific services that are felt to be 
‘essential’? 
 

• What do they ‘lose’ if unaffordability 
is a barrier to usage?  What kind of 
disadvantage are they at? 

• How are alternatives used to 
compensate for any loss or 
disadvantage due to unaffordability? 

• How easily can higher-priced services 
be substituted for lower-priced ones? 

• Ultimately, how, and to what extent 
is affordability a barrier to frequency 
of use and actual take-up of 
 

• How has this changed and evolved 
over time?  How might it continue to 
change? 
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(ii) USE + VERY OR FAIRLY UNAFFORDABLE: 

REPEAT ABOVE PROBES, PLUS: 
• What aspect of the service is unaffordable? Set up 

costs / devices such as computer, smart phone?  
• What is the impact, if any, of additional charges such 

as charges for paper bills or surcharges for a specific 
payment method? 

• What makes them use this service, despite it being 
very or fairly unaffordable? 

• How do they cope with this?  What do they do to 
make the service available to them? 

• What, if anything, do you go without to be able to 
afford this service?  What?  And why is that? What is 
the consequence of going without for you? 

• What, if any, alternatives might they – or have they – 
considered?  I.e., An alternative service? Or the same 
service at a lower cost? Or a service of lower quality? 
How?  Why?  Why not? 

• Have they had any difficulties in paying for this 
service?  What kind of difficulty?  (e.g., inability to 
keep up with payments) – see opposite 

 
(iii) DON’T USE + VERY OR FAIRLY AFFORDABLE: 

ENSURE UNDERSTANDING OF THEIR REASONS: 
• No interest / feeling of need?  Why? 
• Poor value for money?  How? In what way? 
• What about set up cost or cost of the device needed 

e.g., computer, laptop or phone? 
• Lack of knowledge of what the service has to offer?  

How?  In what way? 
• Understand and need it but it is unaffordable?  How?  

In what way? What is the consequence of going 
without? 

• Alternatives are readily available?  What kinds of 
alternatives?  Why these?  What, if anything, is 
different about them (quality, value for money, etc.)? 

 
(iv) DON’T USE + VERY OR FAIRLY UNAFFORDABLE: 

REPEAT PROBES USED AT (III) ABOVE, BUT COVER THE 
UNAFFORDABILITY ISSUE IN GREATER DEPTH IF THIS IS A BARRIER 
• What is it about this service that makes it 

unaffordable?   What do they lose by not having it? 
• What aspects of it are unaffordable?   
• What is the impact, if any, of additional charges such 

as charges for paper bills or surcharges for a specific 
payment method? 

PROBE IN PARTICULAR FOR: 
• Set up cost or cost of device e.g., computer, laptop, 

phone?  Why?  In what way? 
• Difficulty in understanding on-going costs? How?  In 

what way? 
• Difficulty in predicting on-going costs?  How?  In what 

way? 
• Uncertainty of additional charges or hidden charges?  

What?  How? 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note:  we understand that telecoms 
debt is rare, but will explore it in depth 
whenever it is evident, i.e., . . . . 
• When?  How often?  Was it a one off?  

Or is it an on-going problem?  Why? 
• How did the situation arise? 
• What happened?  How, did it get 

resolved? 
• How did they feel about the way it was 

resolved?  Why? 
• Did it make any difference to their use 

of the service (or other services)?  
How?  In what way? 

 
Whether in debt or not, we will also 
explore their coping strategies for debt 
in general . . . 
• How do they avoid debt?  What kinds 

of strategies do they employ? 
• How resourceful are they? 
• What can they turn to in the event of 

need? 
• What is or has been the nature of their 

journey (into and out of debt)? 
• How do they manage the relationship 

they have with their provider?  How do 
they talk the provider?  How does the 
provider talk to them? 
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OVERALL: 

• What is the ‘loss’ to you in not using this service? 
• What would you gain / how would you benefit if it 

was affordable enough to use? 
• How, if at all, do you compensate for the loss?  What 

possible alternatives are there? 
• How much do you feel you are at a disadvantage, 

compared to others who do have access to this 
service?  How?  In what way? 

 
TAKE A STEP BACK FOR A MINUTE: What, if anything, has changed, 
with regard to what they feel is ‘affordable’ and 
‘unaffordable’ in the last: 

• Few years? 
• 12 months or so? 

What might be likely to change in the next: 
• 12 months or so? 
• Few years? 

Why?  What’s the reason for this / these changes? 
40 mins    

 
4. BROADEN OUT TO EXPLORE HOW TELECOMS 

COMPARE WITH OTHER SERVICES / ITEMS IN 
TERMS OF AFFORDABILITY 
SHOW CARDS (SEE FULL VERSIONS IN THE APPENDIX): 
• FOOD & DRINK 
• GAS 
• WATER 
• ELECTRICITY 
• HOME INSURANCE 
• PUBLIC TRANSPORT 
• FIXED TELEPHONY (LANDLINE TELEPHONE) 
• MOBILE TELEPHONY (CALLS AND TEXT) 
• FIXED INTERNET (IN THE HOME) 
• MOBILE BROADBAND (SMARTPHONE, TABLET, LAPTOP WITH 

DONGLE) 
• TV (PAY TV, LICENCE) 
• COUNCIL TAX 
• RENT / MORTGAGE 
• PERSONAL ITEMS (CLOTHING, SHOES) 
• HOUSE REPAIRS AND MAINTENANCE 
• HOLIDAYS 
• CHILD-RELATED COSTS 
• CAR / MOTORING EXPENSES 

 
RUN THROUGH THE CARDS TO DETERMINE WHICH ONES ARE RELEVANT 
TO THEM.  THEN ASK THE PARTICIPANT TO PUT THEM INTO RANK 
ORDER.  PROBE: 
• What makes this the top ranking (least affordable)? 
• Why is this at the bottom (most affordable)? 
• What makes you rank telecoms here? 
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EXPLORE IN MORE DEPTH: 
• Which items do you have most difficulty with?  Why? 
• Which, if any, do you most resent having to pay for?  

Why?  
• Which, if any, do you feel are most worth paying for?  

Why? 
15 mins  

5. INTRODUCE KEY PRICE POINTS / DEALS 
BEFORE SHOWING, ASK WHAT THEY EXPECT EACH DEVICE / SERVICE TO 
COST (I.E., SET UP / EQUIPMENT COST PLUS ON-GOING COSTS FOR THE 
SERVICE) 
SHOW CARDS (SEE APPENDIX): 
• BASIC PHONE 
• SMARTPHONE 
• TABLET 
• LAPTOP 
• PAY TV, BROADBAND, TELEPHONE PACKAGE 

 
EXPLORE:  How do these examples compare with what they 
are paying at the moment (where relevant)? 
• Do they feel they have the best deal?  Why?  Why 

not? 
• How, if at all, do they shop around, for the best deal? 

 

 
 

 

5 mins  
 
6. IDENTIFYING WHAT IS ‘AFFORDABLE’ AND WHAT 

‘AFFORDABLE’ MEANS FOR SOCIETY (AND 
EVERYONE’S PARTICIPATION) 
I’D LIKE YOU NOW TO THINK ABOUT HOW AFFORDABLE ACCESS TO 
THESE DEVICES AND SERVICES OFFER BENEFITS TO SOCIETY RATHER 
THAN TO YOU PERSONALLY. 
RUN THROUGH THE CARDS AND SORT INTO THREE PILES: 

• Out of all of these devices / services, what is essential 
to be affordable to everyone in society?  Why? 

• What is unnecessary? 
• What might go in the middle? 

DISCUSS OUTPUT – IN TERMS OF WHY 
THEN DISCUSS IN TERMS OF POSSIBLE BENEFITS TO SOCIETY 
You say that it is essential for this to be affordable to 
everyone [device / service]: 

• What might be the benefits to all in society if 
‘everyone’ were to make full use of ‘this’ device / 
service by making it affordable? 

• How, and in what ways, if any, does not making this 
service affordable to all, be disadvantageous to 
society as a whole? 

• How has this changed – in the recent and more 
distant past? 

• How might it change in the near and more distant 
future? 

 
Continued . . . 

 
 
 

 
 
How does affordability of essential 
services benefit everyone in society? 
• How does society as a whole benefit 

from affordable access? 
• What distinctions are there, if any, 

between individual (identified from 
Section 3) and societal needs? 

• What are the advantages to society if 
‘everyone’ participates? 

• What are the disadvantages to 
society if ‘some’ do not participate? 

• How has this changed and evolved 
over time?  How might it continue to 
change? 
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AIM TO REACH A CLEAR UNDERSTANDING OF: 
• The benefits to all in society if ‘everyone’ 

‘participates’, i.e., makes full use of those devices / 
services you feel are essential 

• How might society as a whole ‘suffer’ if some / many / 
all do not participate 

• What role affordability plays in this 
 

10 mins  
7. EXPLORE THEIR FINANCIAL SITUATION 

PROBE SENSITIVELY 
 
GENERALLY, TO BEGIN WITH: 
• What is their attitude to money? 
• What has brought this about? 
• How do they feel about their living standards? 

 
THEN SPECIFICALLY (IF NOT FULLY EMERGED ALREADY): 
• What’s their weekly / monthly household income?  

What do they have to live on? 
• Where does this come from?  (e.g., allowances, mean-

tested benefits, housing benefits, pension, 
employment, etc.)  

• How well does this cover their outgoings? 
• What do they do if and when their income does not 

cover their outgoings? 
• Do they have any savings to fall back on?  What about 

help from friends or relatives? 
• How, if at all, do they manage to keep within their 

means? 
• What help and support, if any, can / do they draw 

upon? 
 
PROBE ALSO: 
• Are they in debt?  If so, by how much? 
• Where have their borrowings come from (i.e., bank, 

friend, family, money lender, etc.)? 
• What’s their feeling about this:  positive in getting 

access to additional finance?  Or negative?  Why?  
How? 

 

10 mins  
8. WRAP UP 

COME TO A FINAL VIEW: 
• What does affordable mean? 
• In what circumstances? 
• How much is non / low-usage related to affordability? 
• How does society as a whole benefit if essential 

services are made affordable to all? 
• How affordable is telecoms in relation to other service 

categories? 
ANY LAST COMMENTS, VIEWS OR QUESTIONS 
THEN THANK AND CLOSE. 
 

 
 
 

  

 

 100 



 

 
 
Phase 2 – Affordability of Essential Communication Services 
– Focus Groups 

Discussion Guide – Final – 1st December 2013 

TOPIC AREA WHAT WE WANT TO 
UNDERSTAND 

1. INTRODUCTION 
• Who we are, what we do, our independence 
• Explain the ‘journey’ that they are embarking upon – 

what we will be doing and why 
• Put them at ease:  informal, no right or wrong, not a 

test, etc. 
• Answer any basic questions they ask 
• Explain the room, i.e., audio and video recording 

 

5 mins  
2. PARTICIPANT INTRODUCTION 

 Go around the table, one at a time: 
• Work (if relevant) 
• Home, family (household composition) 
• Interests 

 
 
 

5 mins  
3. WARM UP 

What devices and services have they got in their house (whether 
they personally make use of them or not)?   
What devices and services do they ever make use of outside of 
the home? 
Determine which segment they best correspond to: 

• Landline Loyalists (fixed telephony only) 
• Landline Plus (Fixed and basic mobile telephony) 
• Proxy Users (fixed and mobile telephony, plus Internet 

use by proxy) 
• Majority Fixed Internet (fixed and mobile telephony, plus 

fixed internet access) 
• Majority Fixed & Mobile Internet (fixed Internet access 

and mobile broadband) 
• Mobile Device Loyalists (Mobile only) 

 

 
 
 
• What telecoms devices and services 

do they own and use in and outside 
the home, plus frequency of use? 
 

• What ‘segment’ do they best 
correspond with (identified from 
Phase 1)? 

10 mins  

4. IDENTIFYING WHAT IS AFFORDABLE, AND WHAT 
AFFORDABLE MEANS 

Go around the table – and ask what they pay for each telecoms 
device / service they own / use 
Check for each on set-up costs as well as ongoing costs 
Ensure coverage of all relevant devices / services: 

• Basic mobile phone (calls and text) 
• Mobile broadband (smartphone, tablet, laptop with 

dongle) 
• Fixed broadband Internet access in the home 
• Landline for making and receiving voice calls 

Ensure an understanding of methods of payments (contract 
versus Pay As You Go) 

• What are the strengths and weaknesses of contract? 

 
 
What does ‘affordable’ mean? 
• What does it mean in terms of price 

and value for money? 
• What makes one particular service 

affordable and another unaffordable? 
• Under what circumstances are 

telecoms services unaffordable? 
• More specifically, in what ways do the 

functions of devices and services 
contribute to the perception and 
experience of them being ‘affordable’ 
or ‘unaffordable’? 
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• What are the strengths and weaknesses of Pay as You 
Go? 

For each category, focus on value for money: 
• What makes this good value for money? 
• What makes it poor value for money? 
• How do they feel about the amount that they pay?  What 

makes them say that? 
• Have they shopped around at all to find better value for 

money?  How? How have they gone about it? If not, why 
not? 

• What encourages them to switch provider?  What 
experiences have they had with switching? 

• Why not switch?  What stops them from switching? 
Then, for each category, focus on affordability / 
unaffordability: 

• What makes ‘this’ service: 
o Affordable? 
o Unaffordable? 

• Why?  In what circumstances? 
Ensure an understanding of: 

• What does ‘affordable’ and ‘unaffordable’ mean?  What 
makes one particular service affordable and another 
unaffordable? 

Test Ofcom’s definition of affordability 
• How does this compare with their understanding?  What 

is similar or different about it? 
• How does it differ from their understanding of value for 

money?  Why? 
Then, do a simple sorting exercise with all of the cards (in 
appendix), in terms of: 

• Very or fairly ‘affordable’ versus fairly or very 
unaffordable 

Then explore each of the piles in depth (rotate order, across 
the interviews): 
 
(i) USE + VERY OR FAIRLY AFFORDABLE: 

• How frequently do you use this service? 
• What makes it very / fairly affordable?  Why? 
• What is the impact, if any, of additional charges 

such as paper bills or surcharges depending on the 
method of payment? 

• How does it relate to ‘value for money’?  What 
makes it worth paying for? 

 
(ii) USE + VERY OR FAIRLY UNAFFORDABLE: 
Repeat above probes, plus: 

• What aspect of the service is unaffordable? Set up 
costs / devices such as computer, smart phone?  

• What is the impact, if any, of additional charges 
such as charges for paper bills or surcharges for a 
specific payment method? 

• What makes them use this service, despite it being 
very or fairly unaffordable? 

• How do they cope with this?  What do they do to 
make the service available to them? 

• What, if anything, do they go without to be able to 
afford this service?  What?  And why is that? What 
is the consequence of going without for them? 

 
• Ultimately, what is the affordability of 

specific services that are felt to be 
‘essential’? 

• What do they ‘lose’ if unaffordability 
is a barrier to usage?  What kind of 
disadvantage are they at? 

• How are alternatives used to 
compensate for any loss or 
disadvantage due to unaffordability? 

• Ultimately, how, and to what extent is 
affordability a barrier to frequency of 
use and actual take-up  
 

• How has this changed and evolved 
over time?  How might it continue to 
change? 

 
 
 
 
 
Note:  we understand that telecoms 
debt is rare, but will explore it in depth 
whenever it is evident, i.e.,: 

• When?  How often?  Was it a 
one off?  Or is it an on-going 
problem?  Why? 

• How did the situation arise? 
• What happened?  How, did it 

get resolved? 
• How did they feel about the 

way it was resolved?  Why? 
• Did it make any difference to 

their use of the service (or 
other services)?  How?  In what 
way? 

 
 
 
 
Whether in debt or not, we will also 
explore their coping strategies for debt 
in general: 
• How do they avoid debt?  What 

kinds of strategies do they employ? 
• How resourceful are they? 
• What or who can they turn to in the 

event of need? 
• What is or has been the nature of 

their journey (into and out of debt)? 
• How do they manage the 

relationship they have with their 
provider?  How do they talk the 
provider?  How does the provider 
talk to them? 
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• What, if any, alternatives might they – or have 
they – considered?  I.e., An alternative service? Or 
the same service at a lower cost? Or a service of 
lower quality? How?  Why?  Why not? 

• Have they had any difficulties in paying for this 
service?  What kind of difficulty?  (e.g., inability to 
keep up with payments) – see opposite 

 
(iii) DON’T USE + VERY OR FAIRLY AFFORDABLE: 
ensure understanding of their reasons: 

• No interest / feeling of need?  Why? 
• Poor value for money?  How? In what way? 
• What about set up cost or cost of the device 

needed e.g., computer, laptop or phone? 
• Lack of knowledge of what the service has to 

offer?  How?  In what way? 
• Understand and need it but it is unaffordable?  

How?  In what way? What is the consequence of 
going without? 

• Alternatives are readily available?  What kinds of 
alternatives?  Why these?  What, if anything, is 
different about them (quality, value for money, 
etc.)? 

(iv) DON’T USE + VERY OR FAIRLY UNAFFORDABLE: 
Repeat probes used at (iii) above, but cover the unaffordability 
issue in greater depth if this is a barrier 

• What is it about this service that makes it 
unaffordable?   What do they lose by not having 
it? 

• What aspects of it are unaffordable?   
• What is the impact, if any, of additional charges 

such as charges for paper bills or surcharges for a 
specific payment method? 

 
Probe in particular for: 

• Set up cost or cost of device e.g., computer, 
laptop, phone?  Why?  In what way? 

• Difficulty in understanding on-going costs? How?  
In what way? 

• Difficulty in predicting on-going costs?  How?  In 
what way? 

• Uncertainty of additional charges or hidden 
charges?  What?  How? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

30 mins  
5. INTRODUCE KEY PRICE POINTS / DEALS 

Before showing, ask what they expect each device / service to 
cost (i.e., set up / equipment cost plus on-going costs for the 
service) 
Show cards (see Appendix): 

• Basic phone 
• Smartphone 
• Tablet 
• Laptop 
• TV, landline, broadband package 

Explore for each: 
• Do they feel they have the best deal?  Why?  Why 

not? 
• How do this compare with what they are paying at 

 
 
• How easily can higher-priced services 

be substituted for lower-priced ones? 
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the moment (where relevant)? 
• What might they do if they saw this deal? 
• What, if anything, triggers them to change / switch? 
• If lower in cost than their current deal, what, if 

anything, stops them from switching? 
20 mins  

6. BROADEN OUT TO EXPLORE HOW TELECOMS 
COMPARES WITH OTHER SERVICES / ITEMS IN 
TERMS OF AFFORDABILITY 

Show cards (see full versions in the Appendix): 
• Food & drink 
• Gas 
• Water 
• Electricity 
• Home Insurance 
• Public transport 
• Fixed telephony (Landline telephone) 
• Mobile telephony (Calls and text) 
• Fixed Internet (in the home) 
• Mobile broadband (smartphone, tablet, laptop with 

dongle) 
• TV (Pay TV, licence) 
• Council tax & Rent / mortgage 
• personal items (clothing, shoes) 
• House repairs and maintenance 
• Holidays 
• Child-related costs & Car / motoring expenses 

Run through the cards in teams to determine which ones are 
relevant to them.  Then ask the teams to put them into rank 
order, in terms of what it most important to least important in 
terms of ensuring that they have the money to pay for it.  
Probe: 

• What makes this the top ranking? 
• Why is this at the bottom? 
• What makes you rank telecoms here? 

Explore in more depth: 
• Which items do they have most difficulty with?  Why? 
• Which, if any, do they most resent having to pay for?  

Why?  
• Which, if any, do they feel are most worth paying for?  

Why? 

 
 
• How does the affordability of 

telecoms services compare with other 
services and utilities? 

• What is the relative affordability of 
telecoms services? 

 

15 mins  
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7. EXPLORE THEIR FINANCIAL SITUATION 

Probe sensitively 
Generally, to begin with: 
• What is their attitude to money? 
• What has brought this about? 
• How do they feel about their living standards? 

 
Then HAND OUT questionnaire to capture personal financial 
information (see questionnaire attached): 

• What’s their weekly / monthly household income?  What 
do they have to live on? 

• Where does this come from?  (e.g., allowances, mean-
tested benefits, housing benefits, pension, employment, 
etc.)  

• How well does this cover their outgoings? 
• What do they do if and when their income does not cover 

their outgoings? 
• Do they have any savings to fall back on?  What about 

help from friends or relatives? 
• How, if at all, do they manage to keep within their 

means? 
• Are they in debt?  If so, by how much? 
• Where have their borrowings come from (i.e., bank, 

friend, family, money lender, etc.)? 
 

 

10 mins  
8.  WRAP UP 

Come to a final view: 
• What does affordable mean? 
• In what circumstances? 
• How much is non / low-usage related to affordability? 
• How affordable is telecoms in relation to other service 

categories? 
 

Any last comments, views or questions 
Then thank and close. 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 105 



 

 
6.2 Affordability - communication devices and services shown to participants 
 

Access to the Internet (including email 

(via a fixed broadband connection in the home) 
Access to the Internet (including email) 

(via mobile broadband using a USB stick / dongle) 

Access to the Internet, including email 

(via a smartphone or tablet) 
Internet access 

(via any type of device) 

Making voice calls  

(via any type of phone) 

Making voice calls using a landline in the 

home 

Making voice calls using a mobile phone 
Sending and receiving text via a mobile 

phone 

Access to directory enquiries  

via landline telephone 

Making voice calls using a public phone / 

payphone 

Itemised billing (if charged for) 
Access to directory enquiries 

by mobile phone 

 

 
6.3 Affordability - recruitment and screening of participants 
 
Stage 2 – Essential Communication Services - in-home Interviews 

Recruitment Specification – Final – 18th November 2013 

 
INTRODUCTION: 

The study is being conducted on behalf of Ofcom, the independent regulator of telecommunication, which 
protects the interests of consumers.  The aim of the study is to understand the affordability of 
telecomsservices that consumers make use of.  Our particular focus in this stage is on low income consumers.  
As a part of the discussion, we will be asking participants to explain their spending habits and general attitudes 
to finance.  We need to be certain that all in the sample are comfortable with this. 

THE APPROACH: 

In total, at this stage, we need to conduct 36 in-home interviews in very urban, urban, rural and very rural 
areas, across England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland.  Each interview needs to be 90 minutes in 
duration. 
 
Most of the sample must be drawn from specific low income groups21: 

• The unemployed 
• Particular age-groups, i.e., 16-24, 65-75 and 75+ year olds 
• People living in very rural and very urban locations 
• People with disabilities, i.e., those with a long standing physical or mental impairment, illness or 

disability 
• Those without Internet access and those with Internet access (via a fixed broadband connection at 

home and / or a mobile broadband connection, or access elsewhere) 
 
 

21 We need to apply strict income eligibility criteria to ensure that we recruit participants on low incomes who are comfortable about 
answering questions about personal finances. 
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• Recent immigrants from a good range of different ethnic minorities who have settled in the UK within 

the 5 years. 
 

All fieldwork needs to be conducted between Thursday 21st November and Sunday 1st December. 
 
Thank you. 
 

The overall sample structure needs to be as follows: 
 

Segment Very 
Urban Urban Rural Very 

Rural Total 

Low income 75+ 1 1 0 1 3 
Low income 65-74 1 1 1 1 4 
Low income 18-24 independents 1 1 2 1 5 
Younger unemployed 1 1 1 2 5 
Middle-aged unemployed 2 1 2 1 6 
Low income employed (25-55) 1 1 1 2 5 
Low income disabled 1 2 1 1 5 
Recent immigrants 1 1 1 0 3 
Total 9 9 9 9 36 
Broad Internet users 2 2 2 2  
Medium / Narrow Internet users 3 3 3 3  
Non-Internet users 4 4 4 4  

 
Notes on the above: 
• All IDI participants are to be low income. 
• The 18-24 age group need to be working (mix of part-time, casual work, and full time is acceptable), but we 

must ensure that all are living independently, i.e., not at home with their parents 
• Within the above, we need to ensure that we include families with children at home and these need to be a 

spread to include older children (teenagers) and younger children.  It is also important to achieve a spread 
of family size, i.e., 2, 3, 4+ children living at home 

• The core age-group for younger unemployed is 16 to 39 years, and for middle-aged unemployed is 40+ 
• Recent immigrants must be a spread, to represent White (other), Indian, Pakistani, White Irish, Mixed race, 

and Black (Caribbean and African).  We must ensure a good spread of length of time in the UK, with all 
having settled in the UK for more than 6 months but no more than 5 years. 

• For levels of Internet access, we would expect this to fall out naturally, though we need to monitor this to 
ensure that minimum levels of narrow, medium, broad and non-Internet usage are achieved across the 
sub-groups as indicated above.  We envisage, for example, that 75+ may be less likely to have internet 
access, whereas 16-24 year olds may be broader rather than medium or narrow Internet users.  
(Definitions of narrow, medium and broad are provided at Q21) 

• For telecoms services, we would expect fixed line, mobile and Internet services to fall out naturally though 
would need to monitor this to ensure that we achieve a balanced representation (particularly of mobile 
only and non-Internet service households).  

• For urban and rural locations, the following provides a guide in terms of type and size of area: 
 Category Description Population  

A Large City 500,000+ Very Urban 
B Smaller city or large town 100,000 – 500,000 Urban 
C Medium town 15,000 – 100,000 Urban 
D Small town (within 10 miles of A,B or C) 2,000 – 15,000 Urban 
E Small town (more than 10 miles from A,B or C) 2,000 – 15,000 Urban 
F Rural area (within 10 miles of A,B or C) 500 – 2,000 Rural 
G Rural area (more than 10 miles from A, B or C) 500 – 2,000 Very rural 
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SAMPLE DISTRIBUTION ACROSS THE FOUR NATIONS (EXACT LOCATIONS TO BE CONFIRMED): 
We need to distribute the n=36 IDIs as evenly as possible across the four nations as follows: 
 

Nation Very 
Urban Urban Rural Very 

Rural Total 

England  3 2 3 3 11 
Scotland  2 3 2 2 9 
Wales  2 2 2 2 8 
Northern Ireland  2 2 2 2 8 
Total 9 9 9 9 36 

 
 All in the sample, must be the principal or joint decision-maker for basic telecoms services 

(used individually and installed in the home) 
 
 We must exclude anyone who: 

 Works in any capacity in the communication services industry, including TV and 
media 

 Works in Market Research, Advertising, PR / Journalism, Marketing, etc. (i.e., 
standard exclusions) 

 Has attended any kind of market research survey or exercise within the last 6 
months. 

 
 Across the sample, we need to achieve a good balance of male and female respondents.  

Where possible, it would be desirable to interview at a time when more than one member of 
the household is present, i.e., couples. 

 
ADDITIONAL NOTES FOR THE RECRUITER: 
 
 All participants must be on low incomes.  Please choose the sorts of areas where these 

people will live.  However, please don’t recruit everyone from the same street or block of 
flats 

 Please only recruit those who have a good level of spoken English.  This may not apply to 
very recent immigrants.  In these cases, we need, in addition, to recruit a friend or colleague 
to take part in the interview to assist with interpretation.  Failing this, we may need, in 
certain cases, to recruit a trained translator – living in the community.  Please discuss this 
with us on a case-by-case basis. 

 Please explain that the research is being conducted on behalf of Ofcom, the independent 
regulator of telecoms services.  Please reassure them that no prior knowledge is required to 
take part in the research. 

 
PRE-TASK DIARY EXERCISE 
 
We need to ask all participants to fill in a simple diary that refers to the affordability and value for 
money of various communication services (landline, mobile, Internet).  Please stress that there is no 
right or wrong when filling in this diary.  Remind them that they can call us if they have any 
questions about the pre-task. 
 

The screener starts on the next page. 
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Stage 2 – Essential Communication Services - in-home Interviews 

Recruitment Screener – Final – 18th November 2013 

 
Hello.  My name is ________________ from _______________________. 

We are conducting an important research study about telephone and Internet services, on behalf of Ofcom 
which regulates the UK telecommunication industry.  May I ask you a few questions? 
 

Q1.  Everything you say as part of the research will be entirely confidential.  As a part of the discussion, we will 
be asking you to explain your spending habits and general attitudes to finance.  Do you feel comfortable 
about this? 

1  Yes  CONTINUE 

2  No  CLOSE 
 

Q2.  We need to be sure that we recruit people who work in certain occupations.  Could you please tell me if 
you, any members of your family or close friends work in any of the following areas? 

A  Marketing or advertising  CLOSE 

B  Market research  CLOSE 

C  Journalism / Public relations / The media  CLOSE 

D  Telecommunications industry, including TV, in any 
capacity   CLOSE 

E  None of these  CONTINUE 
 
Q3. Have you participated in any kind of market research in the past 6 months? 

1  Yes  CLOSE 

2  No  CONTINUE 
 
Q4. Gender (INT: Do not ask) 

1  Female  50% OF RESPONDENTS 

2  Male  50% OF RESPONDENTS 
 
 SHOWCARD A 
Q5. Which of the following statements best describes your role when it comes to deciding on what 

telephone, (mobile and landline) and Internet services to pay for and use? 
 READ LIST.  RECORD ONE RESPONSE. 

A  I am the primary decision-maker in my 
household  CONTINUE 

B  I share in the responsibility  CONTINUE 

C  Others make the decisions  SEEK REFERRAL 
 

 
 IT IS ESSENTIAL THAT RESPONDENT PLAYS A SIGNIFICANT ROLE IN DECISION-MAKING 
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 SHOWCARD B 
Q6. Which one of the following age categories do you fall into? 

 

A  Younger than 18 years  CLOSE 

B  18 to 24  ASK Q7 

C  25 to 34 years  

PLEASE RECRUIT 
TO QUOTA AND 
GO TO Q8 

D  35 to 44  

E  45 to 54  

F  55 to 64  

G  65 to 74  

H  75 or older  

  Refused  CLOSE 
 
 ASK Q7 IF B at Q6 – OTHERWISE GO TO Q8 
Q7. Which one of the follow statements best applies to you? 
 

1  I live at home with my parents  CLOSE  

2  I live in shared accommodation with 
friends or fellow tenants  CHECK QUOTA AND 

CONTINUE 3  I live on my own  

4  None of these  CHECK WITH THE 
OFFICE 

 
 ASK ALL 
Q8. Do you have any kind of long standing physical or mental impairment, illness or disability?  By ‘long 

standing‘ I mean anything over a period of at least 12 months or that is likely to affect you for a period of 
at least 12 months 

1  Yes  ASK Q9 

2  No  GO TO Q10 
 
Q9. What kind of physical or mental impairment do you have? 

1  Visual impairment  
PLEASE 
ENSURE A 
GOOD 
RANGE 

2  Hearing impairment  

3  Physical disability, affecting mobility 
or manual dexterity  

4  Other  
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 ASK ALL 
Q10. What, if any, is the occupation of the chief income earner in your household? 

(IF RETIRED, THEN PLEASE ASK:  What, if any, was the occupation of the chief income earner in your 
household?)  TO OBTAIN AN ACCURATE MEASURE OF SOCIAL GRADE, PLEASE PROBE FOR:  position / 
rank / grade, industry, qualifications and number of staff responsible (if any) 

 
1  A WE WOULD NOT EXPECT TO INCLUDE 

ABC1C2, BUT PLEASE FEEL FREE TO 
INCLUDE PROVIDED THEY FIT ALL OTHER 
CRITERIA – PARTICULARLY THE INCOME 

QUESTIONS (Q11 to Q15) 
 

PLEASE CONTINUE TO Q11 

2  B 
3  C1 

4  C2 

5  D PLEASE CHECK QUOTA AND CONTINUE 
TO Q11 6  E 

7  Refused / not stated THANK & CLOSE 
 

 ASK ALL 
Q11. Which one of following statements best applies to you? 
 

A  
1-adult, single, living alone (including 
unmarried, divorced, separated, 
widowed, and empty nester) ENSURE A GOOD 

SPREAD AND GO TO 
TABLE 1, BELOW B  1-adult, single, sharing a house with 

others (friends, housemates) 

C  2-adults, married or co-habiting 
(with no children, or empty nesters) 

D  1-parent family with at least one 
child under 18 at home ENSURE A GOOD 

SPREAD AND GO TO 
Q12 E  2 parent / adult family with at least 

one child under 18 at home 
  Refused / Not stated THANK AND CLOSE 

 
 ASK Q12 IF D OR E AT Q11 ABOVE – OTHERWISE GO TO TABLE 1 BELOW 
Q12. How many children aged under and over 14 live with you in your household? 
 PLEASE ENTER NUMBER OF CHILDREN IN BOXES BELOW 
 

Number of children aged under 14  

Number of children aged over 14 but under 18  
  
 PLEASE ENSURE A GOOD SPREAD OF OLDER AND YOUNGER CHILDREN IN THE SAMPLE OF 

THOSE WHO HAVE CHILDREN LIVING AT HOME.  PLEASE ALSO AIM TO INCLUDE A GOOD 
RANGE OF FAMILY SIZES, i.e., 2, 3 4+ CHILDREN LIVING AT HOME 
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 TABLE 1:   
PLEASE CODE BELOW BY COMBINING QUESTIONS 11 & 12 

  Code from Q11 
  1 adult / 

parent in 
the house 

 2 adults / 
parents in 
the house 

CO
DE

 F
RO

M
 Q

12
 

No children / empty nester  1   9 
    
1 Child only – under 14  2   10 
1 child only – over 14  3   11 
    
2 children under 14  4   12 
2 children – one under 14 and one over 14  5   13 
2 children over 14  6   14 
    
3+ children all under 14  7   15 
3+ children, not all under 14  8   16 

 
ASK ALL 
SHOWCARD C 

Q13. What would you say is your total income? Please include any benefits or credits that you and your 
partner receive, including housing benefit, as well as any income from employment.  Please pick one of 
the letters on this card: 

Yearly household 
income 

Monthly 
household income 

Weekly household 
income   

£0 - £10,000 Up to £833 Up to £190 A 

LOOK UP TABLE 2 TO 
DETERMINE ELIGIBILITY FOR 

RECRUITMENT 

£10,001 - £11,000 £834 - £917 £190 - £210 B 
£11,001 - £12,000 £918 - £1,000 £211 - £230 C 
£12,001 - £13,000 £1,001 - £1,083 £231 - £250 D 
£13,001 - £14,000 £1,084 - £1,167 £251 - £270 E 
£14,001 - £15,000 £1,168 - £1,250 £271 - £290 F 
£15,001 - £16,000 £1,251 - £1,333 £291 - £310 G 
£16,001 - £17,000 £1,334 - £1,417 £311 - £330 H 
£17,001 - £18,000 £1,418 - £1,500 £331 - £350 I 
£18,001 - £19,000 £1,501 - £1,583 £351 - £370 J 
£19,001 - £20,000 £1,584 - £1,667 £371 - £390 K 
£20,001 - £21,000 £1,668 - £1,750 £391 - £410 L 
£21,001 - £22,000 £1,751 - £1,833 £411 - £430 M 
£22,001 - £23,000 £1,834 - £1,917 £431 - £450 N 
£23,001 - £24,000 £1,918 - £2,000 £451 - £470 O 
£24,001 - £25,000 £2,001 - £2,083 £471 - £490 P 
£25,001 - £26,000 £2,084 - £2,167 £491 - £510 Q 
More than £26,000 More than £2,167 More than £510 R THANK & CLOSE  
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TABLE 2: 
PLEASE USE THE ROW NUMBER, BASED ON THE CODE (1-16) FROM TABLE 1 (ON PREVIOUS PAGE, 
AFTER Q12), AND THE CODES A-R FROM ABOVE, THEN READ ACROSS THAT ROW, LEFT TO RIGHT, 
UNTILYOU REACH THE DOT THAT APPLIES 
  TAKE CODE FROM Q13 
  A-B C-E F-G H I-J K L M N-0 P Q R 

TA
KE

 C
O

DE
 F

RO
M

 T
AB

LE
 1

 

1             
2             
3             
4             
5             
6             
7             
8             
9             

10             
11             
12             
13             
14             
15             
16             

IF CODED IN WHITE AREA, THE RESPONDENT IS ELIGIBLE.  IF IN A SHADED AREA, THEN CLOSE 
  
 ASK ALL 
 SHOWCARD D 
Q14. Which ONE of the following statements best describes your current work situation in your household? 
 

A  Currently in paid employment (full or part time) 

RECRUIT TO 
QUOTA B  Not currently in any form of paid employment 

C  Retired 
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Q15. I am now going to ask you some questions that relate to things that some people have but 

which others might have difficulty finding the money for. 
 For each of the statements on this card, please choose a number that best describes your 

current situation: 
SHOWCARD E 
MULTI-CODE AND WRITE IN 

Can you (and your family / partner) afford to: 

A Decorate your home?  

ALL EXCEPT DISABLED 
MUST CODE RESPONSE 2 

(BELOW) TO AT LEAST 
ONE OF THESE 

B Pursue a hobby or take part in 
regular leisure activity?  

C 
Take a holiday away from home 
one week a year (not with 
relatives) 

 

D Pay for home contents insurance  

E Go out with friends for drinks / a 
meal at least once a month  

F Make savings of £10 a month or 
more?  

G Replace worn out furniture?  

H Replace broken electrical goods?  

J Spend money on yourself each 
week?  

K Keep your house warm?  

   

 

SHOWCARD E – RESPONSES: 

4. I / we have this 

5. I / we would like to have this, but cannot afford it at the 
moment 

6. I / we do not want or need this at the moment 
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ASK ALL 

SHOWCARD F 

Q16. Which one of the ethnic groups shown on this card do you consider yourself to belong to? 
  

WHITE:  
A British  

RECRUIT TO QUOTA 
AND ENSURE A 

GOOD MIX 

B Irish  
C Other (non-British or Irish) 

(PLEASE WRITE IN) 
___________________ 

 

 
MIXED OR MIXED BRITISH: 
D White and Black Caribbean  
E White and Black African  
F White and Asian  
G Any other mixed ethnicity 

(PLEASE WRITE IN) 
____________________ 

 

 
ASIAN OR ASIAN BRITISH: 
H Indian  
I Pakistani  
J Bangladeshi  
K Any other Asian ethnicity  
 
BLACK OR BLACK BRITISH: 
L Caribbean  
M African  
N Any other Black ethnicity 

(PLEASE WRITE IN) 
____________________ 

 

CHINESE AND OTHER ASIAN: 
O Chinese  
P Any other Asian ethnicity 

(PLEASE WRITE IN) 
_____________________ 

 

 Not stated / Refused  THANK AND CLOSE 
 

 ASK Q17 & Q18 OF ALL WHO DO NOT ANSWER WHITE BRITISH AT Q16 – ELSE SKIP TO Q19. 

 SHOWCARD G 

Q17. Which one of the following descriptions on this card best applies to you? 

A  I was born in the UK THANK AND CLOSE 

B  I was not born in the UK but am settled here 
and intend to stay for the foreseeable future GO TO Q18 

C  I was not born in the UK, am not settled here 
and intend to leave the UK in the next 6 months THANK AND CLOSE 

  Refused / not stated 
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Q18. How long have you lived in the UK? 

A  Less than 6 months 
MUST ENSURE A SPREAD B  6 to 12 months 

C  More than a year and less than 5 years 
D  5 to 10 years 

THANK AND CLOSE E  More than 10 years 
  Refused / not stated 

 

 ASK ALL 

Q19. Do you have access to the Internet, from home, work or some other place? 
 

1  Yes  CHECK QUOTA AND GO TO Q20 

2  No  CHECK QUOTA AND GO TO INVITE 
 
 

ASK Q20 & Q21 FOR ALL WHO ACCESS THE INTERNET – OTHERWISE GO TO INVITE 
SHOWCARD H 

Q20. At which, if any, of these places do you access the Internet 
 

A  Your home (via a fixed wired or wireless broadband 
connection to a desktop PC, laptop or tablet) 

MUST ENSURE A 
SPREAD 

 
 

B  Your home or elsewhere (via a mobile broadband 
connection, using a dongle, attached to a laptop or tablet) 

B  Your place of work 
C  College / school / university 
D  Local library 
E  Internet café 
F  Your mobile phone 
G  A Wi-Fi hotspot 

  

Other (PLEASE STATE) 
 
____________________________ 
 

PLEASE CHECK 
WITH THE OFFICE 

 

 

 Continued . . . 
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Q21. I’m going to read out a list of the types of things that people can do when they access the Internet.  
For each one that I read out, please tell me whether you currently do this when you access the Internet. 
READ OUT EACH ACTIVITY: 

   Do this Don’t do this 

A 

Finding information for booking holidays   
Finding information for your leisure time including cinema and 
live music   

Looking at news websites   
Visiting dating websites (like match.com, Dating Direct or 
eHarmony, etc.)   

B Sending and receiving e-mails   
C Buying and selling things online   

D 

Complete government processes online, e.g., register for tax 
credits, renew driving licence, car tax or passport, complete tax 
return 

  

Finding information about public services provided by local or 
national government   

E 
Finding Information for your work or your job or your studies   
Doing an online course to achieve a qualification   
Looking at job opportunities   

F Finding information about health issues   
G Banking and paying bills online   

H Looking at social networking sites such as Facebook, MySpace, 
Pico, Bebo, or Twitter   

I 
Making or receiving calls over the Internet (e.g. Skype)   
Using online chat rooms or Instant Messaging   

J Downloading software   

K Watch online or download short video clips such as music videos 
or comedy clips (e.g., on YouTube)   

L Listen to or download music online   

M Watch online or download TV progs or films (e.g., BBC iPlayer, 
4OD, ITV Player, etc.)   

N Listening to radio stations online   
O Looking at political or campaign or issues websites    
P Playing games online   
Q Maintaining a website or blog/ weblog   
R Online gambling   

 
FOR Q21 ABOVE, CHECK QUOTA FOR NARROW, MEDIUM AND BROAD USERS: 
 

• FOR NARROW USERS, MUST CURRENT DO AT LEAST  ONE ACTIVITY IN NO MORE THAN 6 OF 
CATEGORIES A-R 

• FOR MEDIUM USERS, MUST DO AT LEAST  ONE ACTIVITY IN 7 TO 10 OF THE CATEGORIES A-R 
• FOR BROAD USERS, MUST DO AT LEAST ONE ACTIVITY IN 11 OR MORE OF THE CATEGORIES 

A-R 
 

IF THE RESPONDENT FITS TO QUOTA, THEN PLEASE GO TO THE INVITE, OTHERWISE CLOSE. 
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6.4 Affordability - locations sampled 
 
We sampled a total of 21 locations across the four nations, ensuring a strong and balanced 

representation of very urban, urban, rural and very rural residential areas.  We defined these areas 

as follows: 

 
 Category Description Population 

Very urban A Large city 500,000+ 
Urban B Smaller city or large town 100,000-500,000 
Urban C Medium town 15,000-100,000 
Urban D Small town (within 10 miles of A, B or C) 2,000-15,000 
Urban E Small town (more than 10 miles of A, B or C) 2,000-15,000 
Rural F Rural area (within 10 miles of A, B or C) 500-2,000 

Very rural G Rural area (more than 10 miles from A, B or C) 500-2,000 
 

The actual locations sampled were as follows: 
 

 Very urban Urban Rural Very rural 

England Edmonton 
Yate 

Chipping Sodbury 
Bristol 

Barrowash Draycott 
Breaston 

Scotland Glasgow Aberdeen Lochwinnoch Greenlaw 

Wales Cardiff Newport 
Merthyr Tydfil Aberaeron Llanon 

Llanrhystud 
Northern Ireland Belfast Newtownabbey Augher Gavarchy 

 
 

6.5 Affordability - detailed sample achieved 

 
England: 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In-home Individual Interviews among low income citizens: n=11 

(3 x Very Urban, 2 x Urban, 5 x Rural & 1 x Very Rural) 

Focus Groups among citizens in the general population: (x2, n=14) 
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Scotland: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Wales: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In-home Individual Interviews among low income citizens: n=9 

(2 x Very Urban, 3 x Urban, 2 x Rural & 2 x Very Rural) 

Focus Groups among citizens in the general population: (x2, n=14) 

In-home Individual Interviews among low income citizens: n=8 

(3 x Very Urban, 3 x Urban, 1 x Rural & 1 x Very Rural) 

Focus Groups among citizens in the general population: (x2, n=14) 
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Northern Ireland: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In-home Individual Interviews among low income citizens: n=8 

(3 x Very Urban, 1 x Urban, 1 x Rural & 3 x Very Rural) 

Focus Groups among citizens in the general population: (x2, n=14) 
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7. Appendices – Affordability of Essential Communication 
Services 
 
7.1 Details of the participating stakeholders 

 
All stakeholders who participated in this study have kindly given their permission to being quoted.  

We thank them for their contribution.  A short description of each participating stakeholder is 

given as follows . . . 

 

 

The Carnegie UK Trust works to improve the lives of people throughout the UK and Ireland by 

changing minds through influencing policy and by changing lives through innovative practice and 

partnership work. The Trust was established by Scots-American philanthropist Andrew Carnegie in 

1913 and is incorporated by Royal Charter. The three themes in the Trust’s Strategic Plan for 

2011-15 are: Knowledge and Culture; People and Place; and Enterprise and Society.  
 

 

 

Citizens Advice Bureaux deliver advice services from over 3,300 community locations in England 

and Wales, run by 338 individual charities. Citizens Advice is the national body for bureaux and is 

a registered charity in its own right. Together we make up the Citizens Advice service. Of the 

28,500 people who work for the service, over 22,000 of them are volunteers and nearly 6,500 are 

paid staff. 

The service helps people to resolve their problems. As the UK's largest advice provider Citizens 

Advice Bureaux deal with any issue, from anyone, spanning debt and employment to consumer 

and housing and anything in between.  In the last year, the Citizens Advice service helped 2.1 

million people with 6.6 million problems. The service also uses clients’ stories anonymously to 

campaign for policy changes that are aimed to benefit the population as a whole. 
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Consumer Futures represents consumers across regulated markets. In April 2014 it will become 

part of the Citizens Advice service.  

Consumer Futures’ work plan for 2013/14 sets out a programme of projects, together with 

outcomes and allocated funding, to address three strategic priorities: 

• To sharpen the understanding and response of policy makers and markets to the causes 

and solutions regarding consumer vulnerability. 

• To place affordability and fairness at the heart of decision making about huge 

infrastructure investments. 

• To make consumers the beneficiaries, not the victims of retail market in a digital age. 

 

 

Crisis is the national charity for single homeless people. The organisation is dedicated to ending 

homelessness by delivering life-changing services and campaigning for change.  Its aims are . . . 

•  To do more for more homeless people in more places across the UK and help to change 

their lives for good. 

•  To change the way society thinks and acts towards homeless people. 

Crisis pursues these aims in the areas of employment, education and training, housing, health and 

well-being and influencing policy. It also conducts and commissions research to better understand 

the causes and nature of homelessness. 

 

 

 

Signature is a national charity which campaigns to improve the standards of communication with 

deaf and deaf blind people in the UK.  Signature’s vision is of a fully accessible society, powered 

by a greater understanding of the languages and communication methods used by deaf and deaf 

blind people. 

As a leading authority in the sector, Signature has more than 30 years of experience in advising 

government and business; publishing educational resources; campaigning and lobbying. The 

organisation is a leading awarding body for nationally recognised qualifications in British Sign 

Language and other deaf communications. 
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7.2 Approach in the stakeholder interviews 

 

Affordability of Essential Communication Services 
– Stakeholder Interviews 

Interview Guide – Final – 26th November 2013 

 

1. MODERATOR INTRODUCTION 
 

• Who we are and what we do 
_____________________________________________________________5 mins 

 
2. Participant introduction 

• Their job, key responsibilities 
• Key organisational aims 
• Experience / background in the context of participation 

______________________________________________________________5 mins 
 
3. Warm-up – ‘Participation in society’ 

Let’s get going on the subject of ‘participation’, in terms of what it means, what you think the key issues 
are and what your own views are about it.  Let me listen and just note down all the things that you have 
to say about it. 
 
Then probe briefly if necessary . . . 

• What sorts of barriers are there to participation? 
• What are the issues that they are tackling? 
• In this, what sorts of barriers are there to participation?  What are they tackling? 

 
IN THIS OPENING SECTION, WE WANT TO CHECK (BRIEFLY) TO UNDERSTAND THEIR AGENDA AND SEE TO WHAT EXTENT 
TELECOMMUNICATIONS (AS AN ENABLER OR BARRIER) IS MENTIONED SPONTANEOUSLY, BEFORE WE FOCUS ON THIS 
____________________________________________________________5 mins 

 
4. Focus on the role of telecommunication 

How important is telecommunication in this?  Why?  In what way? 
What role does it play in the lives of the people you are working with?  What role can it play? 
 
Explore what is essential – spontaneously to begin with . . . 

• What services and / or devices are essential (for individuals that you work with) to have access to?  
Why?  What is it about these services or devices? 

• How, if at all, is this different to what is essential for everyone in society to have access to? 
• What are the advantages to these individuals in having access? 
• What are the disadvantages to these individuals in not having access? 
• What does essential mean in this context? 

 
Facilitate, by referring to the main categories  . . . 

• Fixed telephony (landline at home; use of a telephone box) 
• Mobile telephony (calls and text) 
• Fixed internet (access to the internet at home and in a public place) 
• Mobile broadband (via a smartphone or laptop with dongle) 
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Facilitate also, by referring to the main categories of need . . . 
• Safety needs: (security, protection: physical and emotional, of self and loved ones) 
• Social needs:  Contact and communication with others (friends, family and work colleagues), 

affiliation and companionship: combatting social exclusion 
• Education and information needs: Information and learning about the world (keeping in 

touch, finding out and knowing what’s going on, where) 
• Economic and welfare needs:  effective ways to save money, earn money; making the basics 

of living affordable. 
_________________________________________________10 mins 
 

5. Focus on affordability of essential services 
Introduce by reference to the Universal Service Obligation (USO), i.e.,  . . . 

That it [the USO] is aimed to ensure that basic fixed line services are available to all UK citizens . . . 
irrespective of their geographical location . . . at an affordable price.  And, that specific measures are 
taken for consumers in . . . isolated areas and, in particular, the elderly, the disabled and for people 
with special social needs. 

Explain that Ofcom also has a relevant general duty (outside of the remit of the USO and as set out in the 
Communications Act) to pay regard to “the needs of persons with disabilities, the elderly, and those on 
low incomes”, and the interests of consumers “in respect of choice, price, quality of service and value for 
money”. 
Focus on unaffordability . . . 

• What is their experience of unaffordability among the people who their organisation represents?  
In what circumstances, if any, have they found telecoms services to be unaffordable?  Who?  And 
In what circumstances? 

• What views and experiences do they have in this context in relation to poverty and debt? 

• What is the consequence or detriment of using unaffordable services?  Do the people you 
represent need to make so without other services, and what is the impact on them? 

• What is the consequence or detriment of not using services (or being unable to make full use of 
them) as a result of unaffordability? 

• What impact does this have on those more likely to be in a vulnerable situation in society?  And 
what impact does it have on society as a whole? 

• What, if any, alternatives can be used and adopted to offset the barriers to access that 
unaffordability can create?  What devices, services or features can be substituted? 

• Do they use a definition, themselves of unaffordability?  How do they define it? 

Facilitate all of the above, by referring to the main categories  . . . 
• Fixed telephony (landline at home; use of a telephone box) 
• Mobile telephony (calls and text) 
• Fixed internet (access to the internet at home and in a public place) 
• Mobile broadband (via a smartphone or laptop with dongle) 

__________________________________________________________15 mins 
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6. Touch briefly on people who remain ‘disconnected’ 

Explore some of the basic issues discovered in our stage 1 research . . . 
• Check first:  To what extent is the consumer group they represent disconnected?  Explore who is 

connected versus disconnected 

• What, in their experience, explains why certain people in society are not online and / or without 
access to a landline or mobile telephony 

• What are, or might, be the benefits to society as a whole, if everyone was to be online 

• How, and to what extent, does affordability act as a barrier to access? 

• What devices, services, features best help to motivate usage?  Why?  What is it about them?  

 ____________________________________________________________5 mins 
7.  Recap 

• From all that we have discussed today, what is the most important thing to say about 
affordability of essential telecoms services? 

• Any other comments to go back to Ofcom? 
 ____________________________________________________________3 mins 
 
Thank and close. 
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