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About this document 
This report uses the findings and trends from the Consumer Experience Research Report 
2014 to assess the impact of Ofcom’s policy work and activities on the consumer experience 
of the fixed and mobile telecoms, internet, digital broadcasting and postal markets.  

The Consumer Experience of 2014 is published as two complementary reports: a residential 
consumer market research report and this policy evaluation report. The research report 
contains data that demonstrates the consumer experience, using a range of metrics. The 
policy evaluation report examines the research data and uses it to assess the impact of 
regulation and the priorities we have set ourselves. 
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Section 1 

1 Summary 
Introduction  

1.1 Ofcom’s principal duty, as set out in the Communications Act 2003, is to further the 
interests of consumers in relevant markets, where appropriate by promoting 
competition, and of citizens in relation to communications matters1.  Making targeted 
improvements to the experience of consumers in communications markets is a 
central objective for Ofcom. To provide information on our performance against this 
objective, we publish our Consumer Experience reports every year2. 

1.2 In October 2011, the Postal Services Act 2011 came into force and Ofcom became 
the postal regulator. Our primary duty under this Act is to carry out our functions in 
relation to postal services in a way that we consider will secure the provision of a 
universal postal service. Therefore, we also assess the consumer experience in the 
postal market. 

1.3 This Policy Evaluation Report is published in parallel with the Consumer Experience 
Research Report, and is complementary to it. It sets out our key regulatory activities, 
stemming in part from issues identified from our research. It also considers the key 
findings and trends emerging from the accompanying detailed research report, in 
order to assess the impact of our work. 

1.4 We have published the Consumer Experience reports annually since 2006. As in 
2013, in this report we examine five central aspects of consumers' experience in 
communications and postal markets: availability of services and providers; take-up 
and use of services and devices; consumer choice and value; consumer interest and 
activity; and consumer protection. The structure of this report follows these central 
aspects.  

Availability of services and providers 

Research 

1.5 Our research continues to indicate high levels of availability of communications 
services. The overwhelming majority of UK households have access to the key 
broadcasting and telephony services, and access to postal collection and delivery 
services every working day (and Saturday for letters).  

1.6 The availability of broadband internet connections, and the choice of internet service 
providers (ISPs), keeps improving for consumers. By June 2014 the proportions of 
premises in postcodes served by BT Openreach/ KCOM fibre broadband networks, 
and those passed by Virgin Media’s cable broadband network, were 68% and 44% 
respectively. Superfast, fibre-based broadband services, offering speeds of 30Mbit/s 
or higher are now available to an estimated 75% of UK premises, and continue to be 
rolled out. However, access to these services varies significantly across the nations. 

1 Part 1, Section 3 of the Communications Act 2003, 
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2003/21/part/1   
2 The reports include the latest data available to Ofcom. In some cases, the latest data we have are 
up to 2013 only. 
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1.7 For mobile services, in 2014 we estimated that 99% of premises had an outdoor 
mobile signal from at least one 2G operator and at least one 3G mobile operator3. As 
of June 2014, 72% of UK premises had 4G coverage from at least one mobile 
network operator. While coverage from at least one operator is good, ‘partial not-
spots’, locations where at least one but not all operator are present, are more 
prevalent. Consumer also experience lower coverage when indoors and when out 
and about, particularly in more rural areas. 

1.8 Quality of communications services matters as much as availability, and is 
increasingly important for consumers. In 2014, Ofcom carried out new research to 
understand the actual consumer experience of mobile use, including the quality of 
the consumer experience of mobile phone calls, mobile coverage research and 
mobile broadband. We summarise our work on quality of service issues in a 
‘spotlight’ on page 59.  

1.9 For postal services, users can choose from more than 15 alternative providers in the 
parcels delivery market, offering various service options (e.g. tracking, signed-for 
etc.) at a range of prices. Royal Mail remains the main provider of postal services in 
the UK for standard mail items such as letters and greetings cards sent by residential 
consumers and SMEs. It provides users with a national network of access points 
across the UK - over 115,000 post boxes and 11,696 post offices.  

Policy 

1.10 In telecoms, the universal service ensures that basic fixed-line services are available 
at an affordable price to all citizens across the UK. Under the universal service 
obligations, BT and KCOM (operating in the Hull area only) must provide a range of 
services including connection to the fixed network, ‘functional internet access’ (i.e. 
narrowband) and social tariffs for customers on low incomes.  In 2014 BT launched 
BT Basic Broadband for BT Basic4 customers, which includes a 10 GB/month data 
allowance for those on low incomes.   

1.11 As consumers become increasingly reliant on mobile network for voice and data 
services, we remain focused on improving their availability. Over 2014 we have led or 
supported initiatives as part of our five-point plan on improving mobile coverage5. In 
December 2014 the Government secured a binding agreement with the mobile 
networks EE, O2, Three and Vodafone to tackle poor signal issues in partial not-
spots. The operators collectively committed to a £5bn investment programme to 
improve mobile infrastructure by 2017. 

1.12 We continue to support the delivery of wireless broadband services by freeing up 
existing mobile spectrum and making additional spectrum available. In 2014 we 
decided to make the 700MHz band available for mobile data use, and we consulted 
on our plans for the upcoming release of the 2.3GHz and 3.4GHz bands as part of 
the Government’s Public Sector Spectrum Release programme.  

3 These estimates were made using data taken from network operators planning tools. We recognise 
that the planning tools are subject to a margin of error, and local factors, such as tall buildings or 
trees, can affect the signal at different locations. In addition, the quality of mobile services is affected 
by factors other than signal strength, such as network capacity, number of simultaneous users and 
quality of handset.  
4 BT Basic is the main social tariff in the UK and is designed for people on low incomes. 
5 http://consumers.ofcom.org.uk/2013/11/five-point-plan-to-improving-mobile-coverage/  
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1.13 We have continued to assess levels of coverage for telecommunications, 
broadcasting and postal services across the nations, building on data published in 
our Communications Market Reports (CMR) and Infrastructure Reports. The 2014 
CMR reported 100% availability of fixed-line services across all four nations of the 
UK. The premises coverage of 2G mobile networks and the availability of digital 
terrestrial television are also near universal in each of the nations, although the 
availability of 3G, 4G and BT Openreach, KCOM fibre broadband and Virgin Media 
cable broadband networks still varies across the UK. Achieving near universal 
coverage of higher speed networks in more rural areas remains a challenge for both 
fixed and wireless technologies.  

Take-up and use of services and devices 

Research 

1.14 Take-up of most communications services remained stable in 2014, with the 
exception of digital TV ownership, which fell from 98% in 2013 to 96%. Households 
continue to be more likely to have a mobile phone than a fixed line. Over three-
quarters of households have a fixed or mobile broadband connection or both, and 
there was a significant increase in the number of mobile broadband users who mainly 
or always use mobile broadband outside the home. 

1.15 Ofcom commissioned a question in the British Population Survey on communications 
ownership among people with disabilities (specifically those with visual, hearing, 
mobility, or learning impairments). The survey found that ownership of fixed-line 
telecoms was higher among adults with a disability (75-83%)6 than non-disabled 
adults (72%), as was Freeview-only ownership (36-43% vs. 30%). However, 
household ownership of a mobile phone was lower among those with a disability (80-
86%) compared to non-disabled adults (89%), as was pay-TV ownership (43-48% vs. 
55%). Access to the internet was also significantly lower among adults with a 
disability (60-75%) compared to non-disabled adults (88%). It should be noted that 
data for non-disabled consumers are not comparable to that of all UK adults. Non-
disabled consumers have a younger than average profile due to the strong 
correlation between age and disability. 

1.16 In relation to postal services, about four in five consumers claimed to have sent at 
least one item of post over the previous month. On average, consumers receive 8.9 
items of post per week (which equates to just over 39 items a month). However, 
regardless of how frequently people are using post, there is evidence that consumers 
remain reliant on postal services as a means of communication. Just under two-thirds 
(64%) stated they were either 'very' or 'fairly' reliant on the postal service. 
Furthermore, half (51%) said that they would feel cut off from society if they could not 
send or receive post. 

Policy 

1.17 In relation to our work to improve the participation among disabled users of 
communications services, 2014 saw the introduction of Next Generation Text Relay 
(NGTR), which delivered a significant upgrade to the relay service. The 
improvements will enable users to have faster, more fluent conversations, and use a 

6 The percentage range is for several categories. Adults with a disability are broken down into adults 
with a visual impairment only, adults with a mobility impairment only, and adults with a hearing 
impairment only.  
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variety of devices to access the service - including easier use of text relay on the 
move via smartphones and tablets.  The upgrade was mandated by Ofcom in 2011, 
and became available in the UK in October 2014. 

1.18 In 2014 we continued our work to improve the quality of live subtitling on UK TV for 
the benefit of deaf and hard-of-hearing viewers. Ofcom decided in 2013 that 
broadcasters should be required to measure certain dimensions of quality, including 
the number and type of errors (i.e. minor spelling errors, major omissions or factually 
misleading subtitles), every six months for two years. Broadcasters were asked to 
conduct the measurements on their own subtitling, with the measurements then 
validated by independent experts. Ofcom published the first two of four reports on the 
quality of live subtitling in 2014, and intends to publish the remaining two reports in 
2015. 

1.19 Ofcom has a duty to promote, and to make arrangements for research into, media 
literacy. We have continued to publish in-depth annual reports on media use and 
attitudes among both children and adults, alongside qualitative research on media 
habits. In 2014 we began a three year Children’s Media Lives qualitative study to see 
how the lives, media consumption and attitudes of a small group of children aged 8-
15 shift over time. We also published a qualitative report examining children’s 
perceptions of issues of risk and trust online. This research is widely used; both 
internally at Ofcom, and by stakeholders in the public and private sectors in the UK 
and internationally.  

1.20 In 2013/14 Royal Mail improved its performance in achieving quality of service 
targets, including the target to deliver 93% of First Class mail the next day. This 
improvement came after Ofcom wrote to Royal Mail following its poor performance in 
meeting quality of service targets in 2012/13.  Ofcom made clear that if Royal Mail’s 
performance did not improve significantly, we would have to consider an investigation 
and possible enforcement action.  Royal Mail achieved its national first and second 
class targets in the first half of 2014/15. 

Consumer choice and value  

Research 

1.21 Bundling of services is an increasingly important feature of the communications 
sector, with over half (63%) of consumers buying at least some of their services as a 
bundle. It is most popular in the fixed voice and broadband markets, with over half of 
consumers in these markets choosing to bundle with other services. In the mobile 
market, the majority of consumers (87%) purchase mobile as a single service, and in 
the pay-TV market there are almost identical numbers of those who bundle (31%) as 
those who take the service as a single purchase (29%).  

1.22 Since the introduction of smartphones (now owned by 63% of all UK adults) the 
mobile market has seen a significant shift away from pre-pay to contracts. The 
proportion of mobile customers opting for contract packages has increased every 
year since 2005, with over three in five (65%) mobile users now in a contract. Over 
half of all mobile customers are on at least a 12-month contract and the proportion of 
consumers on mobile SIM-only packages has doubled since 2010 (8% vs. 4%), 
although this has been stable over the past 12 months. 

1.23 As noted in the section on availability, consumers continue to enjoy high levels of 
choice in telecommunications markets. Overall, indicators are consistent with good 
value, as UK average household spending on communication services fell in real 
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terms between 2012 and 2013, the most recent year for which data are available. 
There was a real-terms increase in household communications spend on fixed 
internet services between 2012 and 2013, mainly as a result of growth in household 
take-up of fixed broadband services, and consumers switching to superfast services 
(with a headline speed of ‘up to’ 30Mbit/s or higher) as well as a slightly increased 
real-terms spend on pay TV and postal services over the same period. The average 
real-terms mobile spend declined by 5.4% during this period.  

1.24 However, fixed-line telephony prices, when they are purchased on a standalone 
basis (i.e. not as part of a bundled package) have risen in real terms in recent years. 
Consumers are able to mitigate price rises to some extent by shopping around and 
switching. 

Policy 

1.25 Ofcom carries out a wide range of work aimed at furthering the interests of 
consumers, where appropriate by promoting competition in communications markets, 
covering telecoms, broadcasting and postal services. Throughout our work, the core 
objective is to drive consumer benefits by facilitating the availability of wider choice, 
innovation and lower prices.  

1.26 As part of this work, in 2014 we completed our review of various fixed access 
markets in the UK and published the conclusions of our latest review of the 
wholesale broadband access market. We also continued our review of the market for 
wholesale mobile call termination services (MCT), which we aim to conclude in early 
2015. In 2014 Ofcom also initiated its review of the wholesale must-offer obligation 
that we imposed on Sky in 2010, and we plan to set out our conclusions in 2015.  

1.27 We concluded our project, begun in 2013, to better understand whether there are 
situations where affordability is a barrier to citizens and consumers using 
communication services that they regard as important or ‘essential’ for participation in 
society.  Our research found that the majority of consumers were unlikely to face 
affordability issues and that essential communications services were generally seen 
as good value for money, regardless of income. However, particularly in the context 
of the upward trend in standalone landline prices noted above, we will continue our 
focus to ensure that consumers can make effective choices and switch more easily to 
better deals if they so wish.   

1.28 In November 2014 we published our second annual monitoring update on the postal 
market since the establishment of the regulatory framework in March 2012. Since 
2012/13 Royal Mail has improved its overall performance against key metrics, its 
productivity, and quality of service. In addition, in December 2014 we published a 
review of end-to-end competition in the UK postal sector after a submission from 
Royal Mail which felt that end to end competition hampered its ability to deliver the 
universal service. However, we concluded that Royal Mail’s ability to provide the 
universal service in a financially sustainable way is not currently threatened by end-
to-end competition. 

1.29 Small business consumers are a critical part of the UK economy. Many small SMEs 
rely on residential consumer contracts to supply their communications services and 
are protected under some of Ofcom’s General Conditions. Ofcom wants to ensure 
that they can take advantage of competition and innovation in the communications 
market wherever possible, and receive regulatory protection where necessary. We 
‘spotlight’ our work on this on page 71. 
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Consumer interest and activity  

Research 

1.30 The level to which consumers benefit from communications services is directly 
influenced (among other things) by the extent to which they are interested, actively 
engage with, and participate in markets (e.g. keep an eye on the market, switch or 
negotiate with providers). Active engagement and participation enables consumers to 
compare services in terms of price and quality, and seek out new services and 
technologies. 

1.31 The majority of consumers remain satisfied with their communications services 
overall, with dissatisfaction at between 4% and 9% across markets and highest in the 
fixed broadband market. The only significant change in satisfaction levels has been 
among bundlers, where dissatisfaction with value for money stands at 12%, up from 
the levels reported in 2011 and 2012 (8%) but lower than in 2013 (14%).  

1.32 Almost half (48%) of fixed broadband customers who expressed an opinion said they 
were very satisfied with the speed of their broadband service, up from two in five in 
2013, and in total 80% were satisfied.   

1.33 Since 2013 there has been a decline in levels of engagement in all markets.7 Levels 
of engagement are down by four percentage points in each market and now stand at 
just over one in ten in the fixed-line (13%), fixed broadband (14%) and mobile (16%) 
markets, but remain lower, at just under one in ten (8%), in the digital TV market.  

1.34 Levels of engagement and interest vary by purchasing behaviour. In the fixed-line 
market there is continuing decline among both bundle and standalone purchasers. In 
the fixed broadband and digital TV markets the decline in engagement is among 
bundle purchasers. The mobile market remains a personal communications market 
and as such the decline in engagement is among standalone purchasers only.  

1.35 Switching levels have declined since 2013 in all markets except the digital TV 
market. The largest decline has been in the mobile market, down four percentage 
points since 2013 (11% in 2013 vs. 7% in 2014). Switching in the fixed-line and fixed 
broadband markets each dropped by three percentage points since 2013 (from 9% in 
2013 to 6% in 2014). The total level of switching of the main TV provider remains 
lower at 2%, virtually unchanged since 2013 (3%).  

1.36 Reasons for considering, but not switching, provider vary by market. In the 
broadband market ‘perceived hassle’ is the main reason considerers are not 
switching (28%). In the fixed-line market it is 'satisfaction with current provider’ (30%) 
and in the mobile market it is ‘terms and conditions’ (39%, up 16 percentage points 
since 2013). 

1.37 Satisfaction with the UK postal service stands at 87% of adults who are very or fairly 
satisfied. Those aged over 75 were most likely to say they were ‘very satisfied’ with 
the service (53% compared to 41% overall). 

7 Engaged consumers are the most active consumers measured by their past and present 
participation behaviour – see Annex 3 of the Consumer Experience Research Report for more details.  
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Policy 

1.38 Our work on improving the switching process for consumers continued this year. 
Following our decision in 2013 to harmonise fixed voice and/or broadband switches 
to a gaining-provider-led model, we moved on to consider the consumer experience 
of switching and the impact of switching processes on competition for 
communications services beyond those provided over the Openreach copper 
network. We issued a Call for Inputs, and conducted further research on the 
consumer experience of switching. We will be conducting further analysis and we 
plan to consult further on switching in spring 2015. 

1.39 Consumer information plays a critical role in competitive markets. If consumers are 
not fully informed about the services available to them, they may make bad decisions 
and/or be reluctant to switch. Some consumers do not find it easy to make informed 
decisions or to compare services. In addition, transparency drives improved 
performance and hence better consumer outcomes.  Consumer information will 
therefore remain an important part of Ofcom’s approach to good quality of service.  

1.40 Ofcom has continued to ensure that consumers have access to information on 
broadband speeds, allowing them to see how speeds vary across different providers, 
technologies and time periods. Residential broadband speeds continued to increase 
in the six months to May 2014, when the average actual speed of these connections 
was18.7Mbit/s, representing an increase of 0.9Mbit/s (5%) since November 2013.8  

1.41 In 2014 we published speeds data on mobile broadband services. Our report on 
mobile broadband speeds, published in November 2014,9 found that HTTP download 
speeds on 4G, as an average across all operators, were more than twice as fast as 
on 3G. The time taken to load a web page was also significantly faster on 4G than on 
3G.  

1.42 We continue to publish data from the Ofcom Consumer Contact Team (CCT) on a 
quarterly basis, providing information for consumers on the complaints we receive 
about major providers in the fixed voice, broadband and mobile voice markets. Since 
June 2012, this publication has included data on complaints about pay-TV services. 

1.43 In December 2014 we published research on the quality of customer service from the 
major providers10. This followed previous publications in July 2010, July 2011, 
November 2011, December 2012 and December 2013. Levels of satisfaction with 
providers’ customer service have risen significantly since we began monitoring in 
2009, up from between 58% and 69% to between 67% and 80% in 2014.  

1.44 Ofcom continues to work with intermediary providers of information to consumers 
such as price comparison websites (PCWs). This is an important element of our 
consumer information strategy because many consumers are not aware of the 
regulator11, or do not regard it as an obvious source of comparative information. 

8 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-research/other/telecoms-research/broadband-
speeds/broadband-speeds-may2014/   
9 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-research/other/telecoms-research/broadband-
speeds/mobile-bb-nov14  
10http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/quality-of-customer-service-annual-
reports/Quality_of_Customer_Service_2014_report.pdf   
11 Research suggests that 30% of UK adults have not heard of Ofcom. Data available here:  
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/statistics/2011sept/Wave2Sept2011.pdf#page=221 
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1.45 Since 2006, we have operated an accreditation scheme under which we run annual 
audits of the price comparison calculators of six price comparison websites. 
Accredited PCWs must undergo a review audit every 18 months to ensure that their 
service remains accessible, accurate, up to date, transparent and comprehensive. In 
addition, in 2013 Ofcom introduced ‘spot checks’ of accredited PCWs to monitor their 
compliance with the scheme and to further improve the accuracy of the information 
provided to consumers.    

Consumer protection  

1.46 A key role for Ofcom is protecting consumers from harm in the markets we regulate. 
Our consumer protection work covers our activities to protect consumers from scams 
and unfair practices. We do this through a variety of actions including carrying out 
investigations and enforcement action where appropriate, encouraging best practice 
in business behaviour, and ensuring consumer information and contract terms are 
clear and fair.  

1.47 Following the Guidance that we issued in 2013 on mid–contract price increases, in 
2014 we have focused on monitoring providers’ behaviour and ensuring compliance 
with the Guidance, and other rules, where prices have increased. We have continued 
our work to reduce the level and impact of unexpectedly high bills (billshock) 
experienced by mobile contract consumers. As a result operators have taken a 
number of steps which, along with work to increase consumer awareness of how to 
avoid billshock, appear to be having a positive effect. Consumer research published 
in September 2014 indicates a further decline in the overall proportion of consumers 
experiencing billshock, and a drop in the average level of harm experienced. 
However, we continue to have particular concerns about billshock caused by 
lost/stolen phones. We raised this issue with the Government and suggested that it 
should consider introducing legislation to limit the liability of consumers in such 
cases. In December 2013 the Government announced that it would work with the 
mobile network operators on introducing a voluntary liability cap. We keenly await the 
outcome of this work.  

1.48 Silent and abandoned calls12, customer service (including complaints handling) and 
fixed-line mis-selling continue to generate significant numbers of consumer 
complaints to Ofcom, although complaints about fixed-line mis-selling have continued 
to fall over the past year, averaging around 350 per month, the lowest level since 
Ofcom sales and marketing rules were introduced in 2005.  

1.49 Complaints to the Ofcom about abandoned and silent calls rose in the first half of 
2014 to reach a peak of 4,135 in June. In 2013 the highest number of complaints 
recorded was in April (3,900). Since then complaints have declined, and in October 
2014 there were 3,382 complaints. 

1.50 Enforcement action is crucial to reducing consumer harm from nuisance calls. 
However, used alone it can tackle only part of the problem. It is recognised that a 
broad collaborative approach is needed from regulators and industry to significantly 
reduce consumer harm from all types of nuisance calls. For this reason, Ofcom and 
the Information Commissioner’s Office (ICO) published a joint action plan in July 

12 An abandoned call is where a connection is established but terminated by its originator in 
circumstances where the call is answered by a live individual. A silent call is a type of abandoned call 
where the person called hears nothing on answering the phone and has no means of establishing 
whether anyone is at the other end. 
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2013, focusing on: ongoing, targeted enforcement action; improving call tracing and 
assessing technical measures to help address nuisance calls; effective coordinated 
action and updating and improving consumer information. Updates of progress 
against the plan were published in March and December 2014, the latter setting 
priorities for 2015/16.  

1.51 We have continued to focus on enforcement action to tackle silent and abandoned 
calls, including investigations where appropriate. We opened four formal 
investigations, and in October issued Ageas Retail Limited with a £10,000 penalty. In 
December we issued two further penalties to MYIML Limited (£20,000) and Green 
Deal Savings Limited (£20,000). Sambora Communications Incorporated was also 
issued a £8,000 penalty in January 2015. In the first three quarters of 2014 we also 
took informal enforcement action against 43 organisations, resulting in the elimination 
of, or significant reduction in, complaints against 39 of them. 

1.52 In May 2014, we published two new consumer guides to help promote wider access 
to advice on preventing nuisance calls and texts. The first was a short educational 
video, available with subtitles for people with hearing impairments. The second was a 
new ‘Easy Read’ consumer guide, specifically designed to be easily understood by 
those with learning disabilities. We also recently updated information for consumers 
about the types and cost of services offered by phone companies, to help protect 
against nuisance calls.  

1.53 On fixed-line mis-selling, our programme of active compliance monitoring and 
enforcement continues. As part of this programme we monitor allegations of mis-
selling made to Ofcom to identify providers whose sales and marketing activities may 
require further investigation. These investigations, and informal engagement with 
providers, allow us to take action, where necessary, to reduce the harm to 
consumers from mis-selling. We currently have an ongoing investigation into Unicom. 

1.54 Complaints to Ofcom about providers’ complaints handling have been significant in 
number over a period of years. We therefore opened a monitoring and enforcement 
programme into providers’ compliance with the rules in relation to complaint handling 
in 2013. As a result we opened investigations into Three and Everything Everywhere 
(EE). We have concluded the investigation into Three, which resulted in Ofcom 
imposing a penalty of £250,000 in October 2014. The investigation into EE continues. 
In November 2014 we commissioned an industry-wide study into providers’ 
complaints handling processes, and in December started a project to review 
complaints handling and alternative dispute resolution (ADR) in the postal market. 

Ofcom priorities and work programme for 2015/16 

1.55 We are currently consulting on the Ofcom Annual Plan for 2015/1613, and will take 
account of responses to that consultation in shaping our priorities in all areas of our 
work, including those covered in this document, for the coming year. We intend to 
publish the Annual Plan by the end of March 2015.  

13 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/consultations/annual-plan-2015-16-invitation-to-comment/  
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Section 2 

2 Availability of services and providers 
Introduction 

2.1 Ofcom has duties to secure the availability, throughout the UK, of a range of 
communications services, including electronic communications services, television, 
radio and the universal postal service. 

2.2 Overall, availability of communications services is high, with: 

• virtually all consumers covered by fixed lines, broadband and digital 
broadcasting;  

• the roll-out of 4G mobile services; 

• increasing availability of high speed broadband services; and 

• letters and parcels being collected and delivered every working day (and on 
Saturday for letters). 

2.3 The following section considers the availability of communications services from 
providers to consumers and outlines Ofcom’s role in addressing availability issues 
across the UK. 

Availability and range of services and providers  

Fixed line 

2.4 Fixed-line services remain universally available to UK consumers. BT and Kingston 
Communications (KCOM)14 are required to make access to voice services over the 
public switched telephone network (PSTN) available to the whole UK population at a 
standard charge15. 

2.5 For fixed voice and broadband services, many consumers also have access to Virgin 
Media’s cable network, and to the networks of other providers which use the 
Openreach network to provide access using wholesale products like wholesale line 
rental (WLR) and local loop unbundling (LLU). There are around 113 operators 
offering services in the fixed-line market subject to the General Conditions of 
Entitlement16. 

14 The incumbent fixed telephony operator in Kingston-upon-Hull. 
15 However, where the installation of a fixed line from BT costs the provider over £3,400, which can be 
the case for homes in remote areas, consumers may have to pay an additional connection charge, 
above the standard charge for the provision of the line. 
16 The conditions they must fulfil in order to offer communications services. Available at: 
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/telecoms/ga-scheme/general-conditions/ 
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2.6 Further details on the availability of various fixed-line providers, including unbundled 
exchanges, are contained within Ofcom’s Communications Market Report and 
updated Infrastructure Report17. 

Mobile 

2.7 In 2014, we estimated that 99% of premises were covered by at least one 2G and 
one 3G operator, and 72% by at least one 4G operator as of June 2014. Ofcom’s 
Infrastructure Report includes data on predicted mobile signal strength (based on 
operators’ planning models) for both 2G and 3G networks in the UK, and calculates 
two measures of coverage18. The first considers the proportion of postal addresses 
that are within coverage of the networks (‘premises coverage’), while the second 
considers the overall geographic coverage i.e. the percentage of land mass served 
(‘geographic coverage’). While coverage from at least one operator is good, ‘partial 
not-spots’, locations where at least one but not all operator are present, are more 
prevalent. Consumer also experience lower coverage when indoors and when out 
and about, particularly in more rural areas. We have based our analysis on a signal 
strength that should be sufficient to make or receive a call outdoors19.  

2.8 A summary of coverage across the UK and for each of the nations is shown below. 

Figure 1 Availability of mobile 

 
Source: Ofcom Infrastructure Report 201420 
*4G coverage figures do not include Three’s network coverage. In the time available, it was not 
possible to resolve differences between Three’s data and our own field measurements on 4G 
coverage. See Consumer Experience Research Report (Figure 23).  

17 Communications Market Report 2014 can be found at http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-
data-research/market-data/communications-market-reports/cmr14/ and the Infrastructure Report 2014 
can be found at http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/infrastructure/2014/infrastructure-
14.pdf.  
18 There are a number of other mobile coverage projects elsewhere, such as the BBC’s mobile 
coverage research (http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-14582499) and OpenSignalMap 
(http://www.opensignalmaps.com/), both of which use consumer-end devices to measure mobile 
coverage. The outcomes of this crowd-sourcing approach are limited by the number of test devices 
and where the phones are used. 
19 See Annex 3 in Ofcom’s Infrastructure Report 2014 for details on the signal thresholds we have 
used.  
20 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/infrastructure/2014/infrastructure-14.pdf  
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2.9 Consumers continue to be able to choose from mobile services offered by four 
mobile network operators (MNOs) – Vodafone, O2, Three and EE. Since 2012 
complaints against Orange, T-Mobile and 4GEE have been presented in an 
aggregated form to reflect that EE has taken steps to integrate its three brands since 
the merger of T-Mobile and Orange an 2010. In 2014, EE completed the unification 
of its consumer brand and services are no longer sold under the Orange and T-
Mobile brands.  There are also many virtual mobile network operators (MVNOs) and 
resellers21. 

2.10 All four MNOs provide communications services using a variety of mobile 
technologies. Since 2012 the UK has seen the introduction of 4G networks22, 
providing a faster data service to consumers, joining 2G and 3G networks (which 
provide voice and slower data services). EE was the first network to offer these 
services, in October 2012, and Vodafone and O2 launched their services at the end 
of August 2013. Ofcom estimates that by 2017 more than 99% of premises across 
the UK as a whole will have 4G outdoor coverage23. 

2.11 Public WiFi hotspots play a role in complementing mobile networks for data services, 
and, increasingly, councils have been providing public WiFi, either free of charge or 
for a subscription fee.  

Internet 

2.12 Nearly all UK consumers can access a wide choice of broadband products as a 
result of the availability of local loop unbundling (LLU) 24. ADSL fibre, cable and 
mobile broadband and the ability to purchase services as part of a bundle. At the end 
of 2013, 95.1% of UK premises were connected to an unbundled BT local exchange, 
representing a one percentage point increase over 2012. By June 2014 the 
proportion of premises in postcodes served by BT Openreach/ KCOM fibre 
broadband networks, and those passed by Virgin Media’s cable broadband network, 
were 68% and 44% respectively, although access to these services varies 
significantly across the nations. Overall, over 99.9% of UK premises were able to 
access ADSL fixed broadband services at the end of 2013, although factors such as 
distance from the exchange and the quality of local networks may limit availability or 
performance.  

21 An MVNO or reseller is a company that resells services from one of the four network operators but 
does not own its own mobile network infrastructure. For example, Virgin Mobile uses the T-Mobile 
network (which is being integrated with the EE network) and Tesco Mobile uses the O2 network. 
22 In the UK, operators are rolling out 4G networks using a new mobile technology called Long Term 
Evolution (LTE). 
23 One of the 800MHz spectrum licences we auctioned carries an obligation on the holder to provide 
indoor coverage to 98% of consumers at speeds of 2Mbit/s by 2017, with at least 95% coverage 
being provided in each of the nations. This spectrum was purchased by O2 and it has subsequently 
said that it intends to hit the UK target by the end of 2015. We expect the 98% indoor coverage 
obligation to result in outdoor coverage of over 99%. Other mobile operators have indicated that they 
will seek to match O2’s coverage, enabling the large majority of consumers to be able to access 4G 
services in their home. 
24 LLU is the process whereby the incumbent operators (in the UK these are BT and KCOM) make 
their local network (the lines that run from customers premises to the telephone exchange) available 
to other communications providers. 
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2.13 The average speed of UK residential fixed broadband connections continues to 
increase, and Ofcom research25 shows that the average actual download speed of 
these services increased from 14.7Mbit/s to 18.7Mbit/s in the year to May 2014 (see 
Figure 2). This rise is mainly driven by increasing take-up of superfast broadband 
services (i.e. those with a headline speed of ‘up to’ 30Mbit/s or higher) which 
accounted for 28% of all residential fixed broadband connections by May 2014, an 
increase of 0.9Mbit/s since November 2013. However, the average speed of 
superfast connections was unchanged at 47.0Mbit/s in the six months to May 2014 
and as a result the increase in average speeds across all connections was lower 
than in previous periods.  

Figure 2 Average actual broadband speeds: Nov 2008 to May 2014 

 
Source: SamKnows measurement data for all panel members with a connection in May 2014.  
Panel Base: 956. See Consumer Experience Research Report (Figure 24). 

2.14 Superfast, fibre-based services offering speeds of 30Mbit/s or higher are now 
available to an estimated 75% of UK premises, and continue to be rolled out.  Virgin 
Media and BT have continued to invest in upgrading their networks to support 
superfast broadband services, although we anticipate that this will be at lower levels 
than during the past few years.  

Digital broadcasting  

Television 

2.15 Digital television is available over satellite, cable, digital terrestrial television and 
IPTV26, although the channels available vary by platform. Digital terrestrial television 
(DTT) has near-universal coverage of 98.5% following the completion of the UK 
digital switchover in late 2012. Digital satellite is still available to the majority of 
households (98%) although some households may be excluded due to specific local 
factors or housing agreements. Cable coverage capable of offering cable fixed 
telecoms and/or pay-TV services stands at 44% of UK homes. 

2.16 There are currently 527 television channels. Thirteen of these are public service 
channels and their HD and +1 variants, with the remaining 514 being commercial 
channels. 

25 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/broadband-
research/may2014/Fixed_bb_speeds_May_2014.pdf  
26 Internet protocol television. See Glossary for full definition. 
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2.17 In addition to traditional television services, consumers are able to access a wide 
range of over-the-top (OTT) film and TV services on demand via an internet-
connected device. Examples include BBC iPlayer, Netflix, Channel 4 4oD and 
NOWTV.   

Radio 

2.18 Digital radio can be accessed through a wide range of platforms and devices. These 
include DAB digital radios, digital television, and devices that connect to the internet 
such as dedicated WiFi radios, home PCs, and mobile handsets that can connect to 
the internet.  

2.19 The BBC has the most widespread DAB coverage, with its network of 11 stations 
available to 94.7% of UK households. The national commercial DAB network, Digital 
One, broadcasts 14 commercial stations and provides coverage to 89.5% of 
households. Local DAB covers 73.1% of UK homes 

2.20 There are now 198 stations broadcasting on DAB, 52 fewer stations than the number 
recorded in Ofcom’s 2013 Digital Radio Report27. However, the availability of radio 
services on the DAB digital radio platform continues to vary across the UK. As in 
2013, it is highest in the Greater London region, where listeners can receive around 
60 radio stations. This compares to areas such as Suffolk and Lincolnshire where 
listeners receive the lowest number of stations (25). The majority of homes outside 
London are able to receive between 26 and 35 DAB digital radio stations. 

Post 

2.21 Royal Mail is the designated universal service provider in the UK and is subject to 
regulatory conditions28, including the requirement to collect mail from access points 
such as post boxes, and the requirement to deliver to every UK home or premises six 
days a week. Prices for universal services must be affordable (and uniform) 
throughout the UK.  

2.22 Royal Mail must also provide sufficient post boxes and other access points (e.g. at 
post offices) to meet the reasonable needs of users of the universal postal 
service. This includes a requirement that there should be a post box within 0.5 miles 
of at least 98% of premises nationally; and for the remaining 2% of premises, Royal 
Mail must provide sufficient access points or other means of access to the services it 
is required to provide under the universal service (e.g. collection on delivery from 
very remote or isolated locations such as farmhouses) to meet the reasonable needs 
of users (having regard to the costs and operational practicalities of doing so). 
Currently, the UK has over 115,000 post boxes and 11,696 post offices.  

2.23 Consumers wanting to send a stamped addressed letter or greetings card 
predominantly use Royal Mail. However, those wanting to send parcels have a range 
of providers and services to choose from. Apex Insight29 has identified more than 15 
companies which operate significant parcels networks in the UK, including 

27 See Figure 4 in Ofcom’s Digital Radio Report 2014, 
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/radio-research/digital-radio-
reports/2014_Digital_Radio_Report.pdf  
28 as imposed by Ofcom, http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/post/conditions/  
29 Apex Insight is an independent provider of research, analysis and advice covering business-to-
business markets. 
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international operators such as DHL, UPS, FedEx, TNT and DPD, as well as national 
operators including UK Mail, Yodel and Hermes30. Although the majority of these 
operators primarily offer services to businesses, they also offer services to 
consumers wishing to send parcels and packets. 

2.24 The types of services offered allow users to choose a service that best meets their 
needs, in terms of whether it includes tracking, insurance, or a timed delivery slot etc. 
Some providers limit their coverage by excluding (or charging extra for services to) 
areas such as Northern Ireland, the Scottish Highlands and Islands, the Isle of Man 
and the Isle of Wight, which has an impact on the level of choice in these areas. 

Ofcom’s work  

2.25 We believe that Ofcom’s responsibility to promote “the availability throughout the UK 
of a wide range of electronic communications services” is important since these 
services play an ever-greater role in the lives of citizens and consumers. We also 
have important responsibilities relating to the availability of TV and radio services and 
the universal postal service. 

2.26 In addition, we must have regard to the different interests of people in the different 
parts of the UK, of the different ethnic communities within the UK and of people living 
in rural and urban areas.  

2.27 Furthermore, the Communications Act 2003 requires Ofcom to report to the 
Secretary of State every three years on the state of the UK's communications 
infrastructure31.  

2.28 Below, we outline the progress that we have made in a number of areas relating to 
improving availability of services. These include: mobile coverage, superfast and 
wireless broadband, local TV and DAB coverage.  

UK communications infrastructure 

2.29 In December 2014, Ofcom published its second full Infrastructure Report32 which 
reports on the state of the UK’s communications infrastructure and identifies the 
communications infrastructure as a vital enabler, supporting a vast amount of 
economic and social activity. 

2.30 The 2014 report follows the inaugural report in 2011 and a series of smaller annual 
updates. It considers how networks are adapting to increases in demand and 
highlights policy challenges for the future.  

2.31 The main networks that we consider here are the fixed broadband and telephony 
networks; mobile voice and data networks; WiFi; and broadcast and radio networks. 
The report includes detailed analysis of operators’ data, external research and an 
assessment of the main strategic and policy implications. 

2.32  Notable findings of the report include: 

30 See the Consumer Experience Research Report for more details. 
31 The Digital Economy Act 2010 amended the Communications Act 2003 to create this duty. 
32 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/infrastructure/2014/infrastructure-14.pdf  
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• strong growth in the availability of superfast broadband (30Mbit/s or more), 
although with variations in speed across the country, and some areas still only 
able to receive much lower broadband speeds; 

• that the standard broadband speed that households now typically expect is 
around 10Mbit/s; 

• there is increasing attention from industry and policy makers on the roadmap 
towards development of ‘ultrafast’ broadband of around 1Gbit/s; 

• broadband quality of experience is affected by a wider range of factors than 
purely line speed; 

• there is generally improving mobile coverage, especially 4G, but significant gaps 
to be addressed; 

• all UK mobile operators have now stopped offering packages which block access 
to VoIP (voice over internet protocol) services; and  

• new developments in TV such as improved HD standards and increasing use of 
IPTV, all of which have implications for infrastructure. 

2.33 We have also created an online map and visualisation tool for much of the report’s 
data.33 This allows users to assess the coverage and performance of the 
infrastructure in their area and compare it to others. 

Provision of communications services in the nations 

2.34 Ofcom produces extensive research covering communications services used by 
citizens and consumers. The availability of those services varies between the four 
nations of the UK (England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland), with rural 
communities facing particular challenges.  

2.35 The availability of communications services matters because of the increasing 
integration of digital communications within daily life. These networks provide 
consumers with access to important political, educational, cultural and economic 
resources. They offer businesses the opportunity to increase efficiency, develop new 
services and reach new markets. They also make possible new and more effective 
means of providing public services to citizens. 

2.36 Ofcom assesses levels of coverage for telecommunications, broadcasting and postal 
services across the nations, building on data published in its Communications Market 
Reports (CMR) and Infrastructure Reports. The 2014 CMR reported 100% availability 
of fixed-line services across all four nations of the UK. There is also near-universal 
premises coverage of 2G mobile networks and near-universal availability of digital 
terrestrial television in each of the nations, at 99% for Scotland and England and 
slightly lower, at 98% and 97%, for Wales and Northern Ireland respectively.  

2.37 However, although 99% of premises are covered by at least one 3G network, in 
Wales and Northern Ireland only 65% and 63% of premises are covered by all four 
MNOs respectively, compared to 87% for England and 75% for Scotland. In addition, 
the coverage of 4G networks is lower in Scotland and Wales (at 56.8% and 44.9% 

33 http://infrastructure.ofcom.org.uk   

16 

                                                

http://infrastructure.ofcom.org.uk/


The Consumer Experience of 2014: Telecoms, Internet, Digital Broadcasting and Post 

respectively) then for England and Northern Ireland (76.3% and 79.2% respectively) 
as of June 2014. There are also large disparities in the availability of BT Openreach 
and KCOM fibre broadband; lowest in Scotland at 48% and highest in Northern 
Ireland at 92%, with England at 71% and Wales at 55%. The availability of Virgin 
Media cable broadband also varies across the UK, between 21% in Wales and 47% 
in England34.  

Fixed line 

Universal service obligation (USO) 

2.38 The Universal service obligation ensures that basic fixed-line services are available 
at an affordable price to all consumers across the UK.  Its scope is defined by 
European universal service legislation designed to ensure that universal services are 
universally affordable.35  The Secretary of State specifies the services that must be 
provided throughout the UK in the Universal Service Order (the Order).36  

2.39 Ofcom has designated BT and KCOM (in the Hull area only) as universal service 
providers and has imposed specific conditions on them.37  These include connection 
on reasonable request, maintenance of an adequate network of public call boxes and 
a requirement to offer social tariffs.  

2.40 The main social tariff in the UK, BT Basic, is designed for people on low incomes 
who make few calls but who rely on the telephone. It is available to consumers in 
receipt of the following state benefits:  

• Income Support; 

• Income-based Jobseeker’s Allowance; 

• Employment and Support Allowance (income-related); 

• Pension Credit (Guaranteed Credit); or 

• Universal Credit (with no earnings). 

2.41 KCOM’s social tariff, the Social Access package, has similar eligibility criteria. 

2.42 BT Basic reflects the fact that for these consumers, the line rental forms the majority 
of their bill. It reduces the line rental from £47.97/quarter to £15.30/quarter and 
includes a £4.50 call allowance. It also includes free weekend calls of up to 60 

34 Further information on coverage in the nations can be found in the Communications Market Report 
2014  (http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-research/market-data/communications-market-
reports/cmr14/) and the Infrastructure Report 2014 
(http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/infrastructure/2014/infrastructure-14.pdf)  
35 Directive 2002/22/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council on universal service and 
users’ rights relating to electronic communications networks and services. 
36 The Electronic Communications (Universal Service) Order 2003 (SI 2003 No 1904), see: 
http://www.opsi.gov.uk/SI/si2003/20031904.htm 
37 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/telecoms/ga-scheme/specific-conditions-entitlement/universal-
service-obligation/designation-of-bt-and-kingston/ 
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minutes’ duration to 0845 and 0870 numbers.38  There are currently around 420,000 
households on BT Basic.  

2.43 The following services are free of charge for BT Basic customers:  

• Installation 

• Paper bills 

• Caller display (with a compatible phone)  

• Payment methods other than direct debit 

• Call barring on request - for example, calls to international, mobile or premium 
rate numbers.  

2.44 In 2014 BT launched BT Basic Broadband for BT Basic customers, which includes a 
10 GB/month data allowance.  Customers who are close to exceeding their 
allowance will receive an email, and customers who exceed their allowance will be 
charged for the excess.  There is no installation charge for BT Basic broadband, 
other than for postage and packing of the router.  

Geographic telephone numbers 

2.45 Telephone numbers are a critical and, in some cases, scarce national resource. 
Geographic telephone numbers (numbers beginning with ‘01’ and ‘02’) are the most 
widely recognised, valued and trusted by consumers. They are fundamental to the 
communications requirements of consumers and businesses.  

2.46 We allocate blocks of telephone numbers to CPs so that they can use those numbers 
to deliver services to their customers. However, our stock of geographic numbers is 
limited and we face challenges in ensuring the continuing availability of sufficient 
numbers to meet demand. Scarcity of numbers may constrain providers’ ability to 
compete to offer services to consumers, and may limit consumers’ choice of provider 
for new services. We have looked closely at the way we manage geographic 
numbers, to ensure that CPs use them efficiently and that sufficient numbers remain 
available for allocation across the UK. 

2.47 Following consultation39, we concluded that the least disruptive measure for 
increasing the supply of geographic numbers would be to make changes to the way 
people dial local numbers. In a small number of areas of the UK, where phone 
numbers are becoming very scarce, people will need to dial the whole number, 
including the area code, when making local calls. This releases additional local 
numbers beginning with the digits ‘0’ and ‘1’, which cannot be used while local 
dialling without the area code is possible, for technical routing reasons.  

2.48 We first introduced this measure in the Bournemouth (01202) area in November 
2012. On 1 October 2014, we changed the way that local numbers must be dialled in 
five additional areas: Aberdeen (01224), Bradford (01274), Brighton (01273), 
Middlesbrough (01642) and Milton Keynes (01908).  

38 http://www.bt.com/includingyou/other-products-services-bt-basic.html 
39 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/consultations/safeguarding-geographic-numbers/ 
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2.49 In 2013 we launched a pilot scheme to charge CPs for geographic telephone 
numbers allocated by Ofcom. The pilot scheme covers the 30 geographic area codes 
with the fewest blocks remaining available for allocation to providers. This measure is 
designed to promote CPs’ efficient use of numbers and to postpone the need for 
number supply measures (such as the need to dial the whole number) and their 
associated disruption for consumers. We will start a review of the pilot scheme in 
2015. 

Mobile  

Improving mobile coverage 

2.50 Improving mobile coverage for consumers is a priority area for Ofcom. We are 
leading, or supporting initiatives to improve mobile coverage, as part of a five-point 
plan40and we have also supported the Government as it has developed its policy in 
relation to mobile coverage during 2014. 

2.51 We are also seeking to help consumers make the right choices by providing them 
with good quality, reliable and transparent information about mobile reception. 

2.52 Ofcom has a long-standing programme of work examining mobile coverage in the 
UK. In November 2010, we defined the types of coverage problems that consumers 
experience: 

• Complete not-spots – where there is no voice or broadband coverage from 2G, 
3G or 4G networks. These can be over wide geographic areas or localised within 
urban areas and rural areas.  

• Partial not-spots – where coverage is provided by one or more (but not all) 
MNOs. 

• In-building coverage – where coverage is poor or non-existent within buildings 
(which may be for a variety of reasons). 

• Interrupted coverage on the move – where reception is interrupted while 
travelling by rail or road. 

• Mobile broadband (data) not-spots – where there is no 3G or 4G coverage but 
there is 2G coverage. 

2.53 Some of the key trends from our most recent analysis in the 2014 Infrastructure 
report are outlined below: 

• For voice and low-speed data services over 2G, 99% of premises are covered by 
at least one network and 97% are covered by all three MNOs operating 2G 
networks. Rural coverage is lower, with 82% of premises covered by all four 
MNOs. 

• For coverage of high-speed data services over 3G, 99% of premises are covered 
by at least one network and 84% of premises are covered by all four MNOs. But 
in Wales and Northern Ireland, only 65% and 63% of premises are covered by all 
four MNOs respectively. 

40 http://consumers.ofcom.org.uk/2013/11/five-point-plan-to-improving-mobile-coverage/  
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• For very high-speed data services over 4G, the roll-out of networks continues. 
Twenty-five per cent of premises have coverage from all four MNOs and 72% of 
premises have coverage from at least one MNO.  

• Expressed in terms of geographical area, coverage figures are lower, because 
mobile masts are more commonly installed near centres of population. At 
present, 11% of the UK area is not covered by any 2G signal.  

2.54 We have based our analysis of coverage on MNOs’ predictions from computer 
models, which assume a signal strength that should be sufficient to make or receive 
a call outdoors. Accurately predicting mobile reception for a specific location and 
handset is complex, due to the effects of local geographic features and buildings, 
signal loss into buildings and variations in handset performance. As a result, while 
the predictions provide a useful indication of coverage, they will not be accurate in 
every case. Because of this we have completed work this year which has helped us 
understand the actual consumer experience: 

• Consumer experiences of mobile phone calls41. In this report we used data from 
the MNOs and a third party mobile analytics firm to examine the quality of voice 
services. The MNO data showed that call completion success rates (CCSRs) 
have been broadly stable over the past two years across each network, and that 
all the networks were reporting national average respective CCSRs between 
97.9% and 99%. The third party analytic data showed that CCSRs are lower in 
rural areas compared to urban areas and the same pattern was observed in each 
of the nations. 

• Mobile coverage research.42 This omnibus research sought to understand levels 
of consumer satisfaction with voice and data services and also the nature and 
severity of issues experienced with those services. The research found that 
although overall levels of satisfaction were high, this was not the case in rural 
areas and the nations, where satisfaction was lower and levels of dissatisfaction 
were higher. 

• Measuring mobile broadband performance in the UK43. This study examined the 
data speeds of 4G and 3G services on smartphones in Birmingham, Edinburgh, 
Glasgow, London and Manchester. In terms of overall performance, we found 
significant differences between 3G and 4G services in terms of upload and 
download speeds and also latency. In terms of network performance we found 
that EE recorded higher download and upload speeds on 4G, while Three 
performed best at web browsing and latency. 

2.55 In December 2014 the four major MNOs entered a binding agreement with the 
Government to tackle ‘partial not-spots.’44 Under this agreement all four of the mobile 
networks have collectively agreed to: 

41 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/telecoms-research/consumer-experiences-
mobile-phone-calls/report.pdf 
42 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/telecoms-
research/Mobile_coverage_report_December_2014.pdf  
43 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/broadband-research/mbb-nov14.pdf 
44 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/government-secures-landmark-deal-for-uk-mobile-phone-
users  
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• a guaranteed £5bn investment programme to improve mobile infrastructure by 
2017; 

• guaranteed voice and text coverage from each operator across 90% of the UK 
geographic area by 2017; 

• increase full coverage from all four mobile operators from 69% to 85% of 
geographic areas by 2017; and 

• provide reliable signal strength for voice for 2G, 3G and 4G. 

2.56 The MNOs accepted amended licence conditions to reflect this agreement, which are 
enforceable by Ofcom. 

2.57 DCMS’s mobile infrastructure project (MIP)45 is addressing complete mobile not-
spots where there is no service available from any of the MNOs. The MIP has been 
funding new mobile infrastructure in these areas, bringing services to homes which 
have not had them before. For example, in September coverage was extended to a 
30 square kilometre area in Devon which covered 30 complete not-spot areas46. 

2.58 Alongside this work announced by the Government, we have explored whether 
market developments might address any of the five types of coverage problems. The 
market has been developing in a number of areas:  

• continued 3G roll-out, supported by the increased coverage obligation to 90%. All 
four MNOs have now met this obligation, which has improved mobile broadband 
coverage;  

• mergers and commercial network-sharing arrangements between mobile 
operators. Telefónica (O2) and Vodafone have continued to execute their Project 
Beacon site-sharing agreement which will create one ‘national grid’ supporting 
the two companies. This will result in coverage improvements for their customers 
through gaining access to additional masts in areas where the respective 
operators previously had poor or non-existent coverage;  

• following the award of 800MHz spectrum, 4G roll-out, underpinned by a coverage 
obligation which should further improve mobile broadband coverage. The 
coverage obligation requires the licensee, O2, to provide, by 31 December 2017, 
indoor reception at 98% of premises within the UK, and at 95% of premises within 
each nation. Ofcom will measure Telefónica’s compliance shortly after this date. 
Importantly, the 4G coverage obligation goes further than any previous obligation, 
as an indoor requirement is likely to mean even higher coverage outdoors. Aside 
from O2, the MNOs have made public statements which suggest that they will 
match the 98% target in coverage obligation. As of June 2014, 72% of UK 
premises had 4G coverage from at least one MNO; and 

• in order to roll out 4G services, operators are deploying new equipment on masts 
which not only support 4G, but also upgrade existing 2G and 3G equipment and 
improve coverage.  

45 http://www.culture.gov.uk/what_we_do/telecommunications_and_online/8757.aspx  
46 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/north-molton-gets-mobile-coverage-for-the-first-time 
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2.59 In addition to assessing compliance with licence obligations, Ofcom monitors the 
coverage of the mobile networks annually for its Infrastructure Report and 
Communications Market Report, reporting both on premises and geographic 
coverage of 2G, 3G and 4G networks. 

Broadband 

Superfast broadband 

2.60 Superfast broadband is now available to approximately 75% of UK premises. This is 
mainly as a result of commercial investments in next-generation access (NGA) 
networks by BT and Virgin Media. However, Government intervention is now starting 
to make notable contributions to availability. 

2.61 Virgin Media started offering superfast broadband services in mid-2008 and now 
offers NGA coverage to approximately 44% of UK premises. BT started offering 
superfast broadband services at the beginning of 2010 and it is now capable of 
supplying NGA technology to 68% of UK premises.  

2.62 BT and Virgin Media continue to be the largest retail providers of superfast 
broadband services. However, we are now seeing significant activity by other 
providers such as EE, TalkTalk and Sky. These providers are using regulated 
wholesale access – virtual unbundled local access (VULA) - to support their offerings 
and are continuing to gain market share. 

2.63 Over the past year the Government’s state aid broadband intervention scheme, 
which is being implemented by Broadband Delivery UK (BDUK), has started 
delivering superfast broadband to areas of the UK which have not been supplied by 
the commercial market. In August 2014 DCMS announced that the Government’s roll 
out of superfast broadband had reached 1 million homes and businesses across the 
UK. Over the next few years the Government plans to increase superfast broadband 
availability in the UK to 95%. 

Wireless broadband 

2.64 We published a mobile data strategy in May 201447 that set out a number of bands 
that we will consider for potential wireless broadband use - including mobile services 
and WiFi - over the coming years. The specific bands where we are currently working 
to make more spectrum available are outlined below. The freeing up of this capacity 
will help support the growing use of smartphones, tablets and other devices, and in 
the longer term enable deployment of new technologies.  

1452-1492MHz 

2.65 This band was auctioned in 2008, although it is currently unused as the early ideas 
the licensee had for the band have not been realised. However, we are making 
changes to the technical conditions for the use of this band to open it up for 
additional mobile broadband capacity.  

47 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/consultations/mobile-data-strategy/statement/  
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2.3GHz and 3.4GHz 

2.66 The Ministry of Defence (MOD) is releasing 190 MHz of spectrum to Ofcom as part of 
the Government’s Public Sector Spectrum Release (PSSR) programme, to free up 
500 MHz of spectrum for civilian use by 2020. The spectrum, situated in the 2.3GHz 
and 3.4GHz bands, will be auctioned towards the end of the financial year 2015/16. 
The frequencies are likely to be attractive to mobile network operators for 4G mobile 
services.  

2.67 In February 2014 we published a consultation on the technical coexistence of LTE 
with other spectrum uses in neighbouring bands.48 In November 2014 we published a 
consultation on auction design.49 We also published an update on our technical 
coexistence work in December 2014.50     

700MHz 

2.68 In November 2014 we published a statement setting out our decision to make the 
700MHz band (694-790MHz) available for mobile data use.51 The 700MHz band is 
especially valuable for the delivery of mobile data services for two reasons: 

• First, signals transmitted at these frequencies reach further and pass through 
walls and other obstructions more easily than signals transmitted at higher 
frequencies; 

• Second, many countries across the world already use or plan to use the band for 
mobile data. This creates scope for economies of scale in the manufacture of 
equipment (e.g. mobile handsets) designed to operate at these frequencies. 

2.69 The 700MHz band is currently used to deliver DTT services, and is a substantial 
portion of the spectrum used for that purpose. In addition, many wireless 
microphones used at events such as concerts and theatre performances ('audio 
PMSE' devices) transmit in the 700MHz band. Making the band available for mobile 
data will mean that DTT and audio PMSE (programme making and special events) 
services can no longer use this spectrum. 

2.70 We aim to implement the changes to the 700MHz band while safeguarding the 
benefits that DTT and audio PMSE services provide. Our analysis suggests that we 
will be able to deliver the change without materially reducing DTT coverage or 
channel line-up and without causing significant disruption to viewers. We are also 
confident that, following the change, PMSE users will continue to have access to the 
spectrum they need to continue staging their events without materially compromising 
production values 

48 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/consultations/pssr-2014/summary/pssr.pdf  
49 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/consultations/2.3-3.4-ghz-auction-
design/summary/2_3_and_3_4_GHz_award.pdf  
50 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/consultations/pssr-2014/updated-analysis/ 
51 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/consultations/700MHz/statement/  

23 

                                                

http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/consultations/pssr-2014/summary/pssr.pdf
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/consultations/2.3-3.4-ghz-auction-design/summary/2_3_and_3_4_GHz_award.pdf
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/consultations/2.3-3.4-ghz-auction-design/summary/2_3_and_3_4_GHz_award.pdf
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/consultations/pssr-2014/updated-analysis/
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/consultations/700MHz/statement/


The Consumer Experience of 2014: Telecoms, Internet, Digital Broadcasting and Post 

Digital broadcasting 

Digital terrestrial television developments 

Local TV 

2.71 Under its powers and duties to license new local television services, Ofcom 
continued to award and advertise local TV licences on free-to-air DTT. 

2.72 We advertised Phase 2 local licences (L-DTPS licences) at 18 locations across the 
UK in 2013 and received ten applications for the first set of seven locations in 
September 2013 and six applications for the next 11 locations in January 2014. 

2.73 By July 2014, 11 licences had been awarded for these locations in Phase 2: 
Basingstoke, Cambridge, Guildford, Maidstone, Middlesbrough, Mold, Reading, 
Salisbury, Scarborough, Swansea, and York. 

2.74 In July 2014 we advertised another seven Phase 2 locations across England and 
Scotland, and we received six applications for these locations. 

2.75 Local TV services will potentially bring consumer benefits in the form of locally 
targeted DTT services at locations throughout the UK. Ofcom research, conducted in 
May 2013 on consumers’ use of local media, indicated that 79% of adults watch 
regional or local news on television at least once a week, with over half (56%) rating 
this activity as a 7 or above in importance (where 10 is extremely important and 1 is 
not important at all)52. Although the UK has an established regional TV service 
provision on BBC One and Channel 3 (ITV), very little news or other content specific 
to smaller localities is broadcast.     

2.76 Local services must launch within two years of the licence award. The first service to 
start broadcasting was Estuary TV in Grimsby, in November 2013. We have since 
seen launches for services in Belfast, Brighton, Bristol, Cardiff, Edinburgh, Glasgow, 
Leeds, Liverpool, London, Newcastle, Norwich, Nottingham, Sheffield and 
Southampton. 

2.77 We expect the remaining Phase 1 local services to launch in early 2015. Phase 2 
local services could begin to launch towards the middle of 2015. 

New 600MHz multiplexes – expanding the range of services available on DTT 

2.78 Following consultation and an open licensing process, in 2013 Ofcom awarded a 
licence to transmission services provider Arqiva, to build and operate two new digital 
television multiplexes. The new multiplexes use one of the frequency bands (known 
as the 600MHz band) which were released by the digital television switchover.  

2.79 The roll-out of the first of the new 600MHz multiplexes (known as ‘COM7’) was 
completed in June 2014. Thirty transmitter sites now carry the service, and over 75% 
of the UK population is within the coverage area of the COM7 signal. The second 
multiplex has not yet launched. 

52 Ofcom Local Media Attitudes and Use Omnibus - 
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/tv-
research/news/Ofcom_local_media_omnibus_survey_data_tables_2013.pdf  
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2.80 The new multiplexes use the efficient DVB-T2 transmission standard. Currently, 
COM7 is carrying seven high definition channels, and three standard definition 
channels. 

2.81 The 600MHz services represent the largest single increase in licensed data capacity 
on the UK DTT platform since the launch of DTT services in 1998. 

2.82 The 600MHz licences have a minimum term to 2018: this is because the 600MHz 
spectrum will be required to accommodate existing DTT services following Ofcom’s 
decision to clear the 700MHz band (currently used for national DTT services) to 
provide additional mobile broadband spectrum. 

Radio 

2.83 In July 2010 the Government launched its Digital Radio Action Plan.  This was 
designed to provide the information necessary to enable the Government to make a 
decision on digital radio switchover.  The Government’s policy is that a decision on 
whether to set a date for a radio switchover will not be considered until: 

• 50% of all radio listening is via digital platforms; and 

• national DAB coverage is comparable to FM, and local DAB reaches 90% of the 
population and all major roads. 

2.84 The Government finalised its Digital Radio Action Plan in November 2013, and on 16 
December 2013 the Minister for Culture, Communications and Creative Industries, 
Ed Vaizey MP, announced that while there had been steady growth in listening to 
digital radio services, it was not yet the time to commit to a switchover.  

2.85 However, the minister also announced a package of measures designed to maintain 
the continued development of digital radio.  Ofcom has had particular involvement in 
one of these measures; the development of a new plan for the expansion of local 
DAB coverage so that it is broadly equivalent to the FM coverage of the largest local 
commercial radio services.  It is expected that this plan will be implemented over the 
period to mid-2016, by which time local DAB coverage should reach 90% of the 
population. 

2.86 In addition, in September 2014, Ofcom once again produced its annual report on the 
availability and take-up of digital radio services53 (the fifth such report to be 
published). This included data on digital radio devices’ share of radio listening, as 
well as information on consumer attitudes towards digital radio. In the report, digital 
radio is used in its broadest sense to include all platforms and technologies that allow 
listeners to access digital radio services. 

53 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-research/other/radio-research/digital-radio-
reports/digital-radio-2014/  
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Section 3 

3 Take-up and use of services and devices 
Introduction 

3.1 In this section we highlight the extent to which consumers have communications 
services and devices available in their household and/or on the move. We also 
outline our policy work in this area. 

3.2 Ofcom has a number of duties that reflect the need for all citizens to be able to 
participate in society. These include duties, in carrying out its functions, to: 

• further the interests of citizens in relation to communications matters; 

• secure the availability throughout the UK of a wide range of electronic 
communications services; 

• promote media literacy; and 

• encourage the development and use of equipment that is effective and easy to 
use. 

3.3 Ofcom must also have regard, when performing its duties, to the needs of people 
with disabilities, of the elderly, of those on low incomes and those in different parts of 
the UK. 

3.4 Ofcom also has responsibilities to ensure the provision, availability or supply of 
specified services through the imposition of universal service obligations.  These 
include obligations requiring the provision of access to publicly available telephone 
services on request, the provision of relay services for disabled users, and tariff 
packages for those on low incomes or with special social needs. 

3.5 Many of these duties reflect the need to intervene on behalf of consumers for whom 
the market will not always deliver, and who might otherwise be at risk of exclusion. 

3.6 By examining take-up and use of communications services we are able to identify 
certain issues that may require further scrutiny. In particular, our work considers 
access to, and use of, services in general and by groups whose needs we are 
specifically required to have regard to in meeting our responsibility to secure the 
availability of a wide range of communication services.  

Take-up 

3.7 In 2014, there continued to be stable levels of ownership of most communications 
services, with a slight decrease in digital TV ownership; from 98% in 2013 to 96% in 
2014. As in 2013, households are now more likely to have a mobile phone than a 
landline, and fixed broadband remains the most popular internet connection method.   
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Figure 3 Take-up of communications services in the household, 2000-2014 

 
Source: Ofcom communications tracker survey 
Base: All adults 16+ (Q4 2000, 2133) (Q4 2001, 2159) (Q4 2002, 2138), (Q4 2003, 2150) (Q4 2004, 
2131) (Q4 2005, 2214) (Q2 2006, 2439) (Q2 2007, 2265) (Q2 2008, 2109) (Q2 2009, 2085) (Q2 2010, 
2106) (Q2 2011, 2862) (Q2 2012, 2893) (Q2 2013, 2879) (Q2 2014, 2877) 
*Note: Data for 2006-2014 based on Q2, all other data based on Q4. See Consumer Experience 
Research Report (Figure 30). 

 
Take-up among people with disabilities 

3.8 Over 12 million (12.2 million) people in the UK have a limiting long-term illness, 
impairment or disability54.  

3.9 Ofcom is required under the Communications Act 2003 to have regard to the 
interests of people with disabilities in carrying out its functions. In order to meet this 
requirement and to respond to stakeholder requests for better information on the 
experiences of disabled consumers, we commissioned a question in the British 
Population Survey (BPS)55 identifying respondents who self-reported a disability or 
long-term illness that affected their day-to-day life.56   

3.10 It should be noted that data for non-disabled consumers are not comparable to that 
of all UK adults. Non-disabled consumers have a younger than average profile due to 
the strong correlation between age and disability. 

3.11 The survey found that fixed-line ownership is higher among adults with a hearing or 
mobility impairment (83% and 79% respectively) compared to non-disabled adults 
(72%)57. Those with a visual impairment show a similar level of ownership of a fixed-
line, at 75%, as non-disabled adults.  

3.12 Household ownership of a mobile phone is lower among adults with a visual (83%) or 
mobility (80%) impairment, compared to non-disabled adults (89%). Those with a 

54 Family Resources Survey 2012/13: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/325491/family-
resources-survey-statistics-2012-2013.pdf  
55 British Population Survey: http://www.thebps.co.uk/  
56 The data among non-disabled consumers is not comparable with the data among UK adults.  The 
non-disabled sample has a younger than average age profile largely due to the strong correlation 
between age and disability. 
57 See Figure 80 in the Consumer Experience Research Report. 
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hearing impairment show a similar level of mobile ownership, at 86%, as non-
disabled adults.58 However, while the majority of disabled consumers have access to 
a mobile phone, personal use of this device is lower, at 66% for adults with a mobility 
impairment, 68% for those with a visual impairment, and 73% for those with a 
hearing impairment.  

3.13 Access to the internet - at home or elsewhere - is significantly lower among each of 
the disability groups reported, compared to non-disabled adults. Of non-disabled 
adults, 88% have access to the internet, compared to 75% of adults with a visual 
impairment, 69% of adults with a hearing impairment and 60% of adults with a 
mobility impairment. The lower levels of internet access at an overall level are 
evident for each of the socio-economic groups, for adults with a disability, compared 
to non-disabled adults. 

Figure 4 Internet access: comparing people with a single disability to non-disabled 
consumers, by age and socio-economic group 

 

Source: British Population Survey 
Base: All adults 15+ (no disability: 15859, 5518 (15-34), 5065 (35-54), 2402 (55-64), 2855 (65+), 8606 
(ABC1), 7253 (C2DE); visual: 319, 73, 90, 52, 104, 150, 169; hearing: 457, 54, 68, 84, 249, 225, 232; 
mobility: 845, 64, 149, 139, 491, 356, 489. See Consumer Experience Research Report (Figure 82).  

3.14 The survey also found that Freeview only ownership is higher among adults with a 
disability (between 36% and 43%) compared to non-disabled adults (30%). Pay TV 
(satellite or cable) ownership, however, is lower among adults with a disability 
(between 43% and 48%) compared to ownership in non-disabled adults (55%). 

3.15 Further details from this survey can be found in Section 6 of the Consumer 
Experience Research Report.  

Non-ownership of communications services 

3.16 Understanding non-ownership and the reasons for it tells us whether there are any 
problems that need to be addressed to enable consumers to access communication 
services. 

58 See Figure 81 in the Consumer Experience Research Report. 
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3.17 Non-ownership of most communications services has not changed significantly since 
2013. The only increase in non-ownership of a communications service is for digital 
TV (from 2% to 4%). This increase in non-ownership is most notable among 16-24 
year olds (from 3% to 8%).  However, digital TV still has the lowest rate of non-
ownership of a communications service, closely followed by mobile services (7%).  
Broadband internet continues to have the highest rate of non-ownership of a 
communication service (22%) and the proportion without a fixed line remains 
unchanged since 2010 (16%)59.  

3.18 There are many reasons for not owning a particular communications service, and 
these generally fall into one of two categories: voluntary or involuntary. Voluntary 
non-ownership is where potential consumers do without services because they 
perceive they do not need them, or because they are satisfied with alternative 
services. Involuntary non-ownership is where potential consumers do without 
services, but not through choice. Affordability is one reason for this, and low 
technology skills and media literacy is another.  

3.19 The percentage of consumers who have not taken up internet services for voluntary 
reasons has been declining steadily for several years but appears to have stabilised 
at one in twenty adults (5%) Just over one in five (22%) of those over 75 years old 
voluntarily decide not to take up internet services60.  

3.20 There was no change in the overall level of involuntary non-ownership of the internet 
between 2013 and 2014 (at 7% for both years) nor for any particular age group or 
gender.  Involuntary non-ownership remains significantly higher among those aged 
65-74 (at 16%) and 75+ (at 32%)61.  

Usability 

3.21 Difficulty using communications technology can affect people’s ability to make the 
most of the services that are available to them. 

3.22 The mobile phone continues to be the communications device that consumers are 
most likely to experience difficulty with (across all demographic groups). There were 
slight increases in the proportion of consumers claiming they have difficulty using 
communications services in 2014 compared to 2013, for fixed lines (7% vs 5%), 
mobile (9% vs 8%), PCs (7% vs 6%) and TV (7% vs 5%)62.  

3.23 Difficulty in using communications services and devices is strongly linked to age. 
Consumers aged over 75 remain more likely than others to have problems using a 
mobile phone, PC and/or television. To a lesser degree, people over 45 also continue 
to find mobile phones difficult to use.  

Fixed and mobile 

3.24 As illustrated by Figure 3, households remain significantly more likely to have a 
mobile than a fixed line (95% versus 84%), with little change over the past four years.  

59 See Figure 72 in the Consumer Experience Research Report.  
60 See Figure 75 in the Consumer Experience Research Report. 
61 See Figure 76 in the Consumer Experience Research Report. 
62 See Figure 78 in the Consumer Experience Research Report. 
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3.25 The proportion of UK households with a mobile phone connection but no fixed-line 
connection has remained stable since 2010 and stood at 16% in 2014, unchanged 
since 2013. Mobile-only telephony is most common among younger adults (28% of 
16-24s) and DE households (26%). The percentage of households that are fixed-line 
only is unchanged since 2013 (5%).  

3.26 The percentage of adults stating that they personally use a mobile phone has 
remained unchanged at 93% since 2013. Six in ten adults (63%) now use a 
smartphone, a seven percentage point increase since 2013 (56%). 

3.27 Consumers living in rural areas are more likely than those living in an urban area to 
have a fixed-line service (91% vs. 83% respectively, both figures unchanged since 
2013), despite the comparable levels of mobile ownership in these areas (93% for 
each)63.   

3.28 VoIP services may be an alternative to fixed-line voice communication for some 
consumers. Awareness of the ability to make voice calls over the internet remained 
stable at 82% in 2014, compared to 83% in 2013.Thirty-five per cent said they 
currently used these services - almost double the level reported in 2010 (19%)64. 

Internet 

3.29 Take-up of the internet at home stabilised in 2014 after several years of continuing to 
rise steadily, and now stands at four in five households (83% compared to 82% in 
2013)65. Among those with internet access, 1% of adults say they use a dial-up 
internet connection for their home internet and 5% have access only via their mobile 
phone. These sample sizes are too small to analyse data further.   

3.30 Considering broadband ownership in particular, take-up of this method of internet 
connection at home has been stable since 2012, with 78% of households using either 
fixed and/or mobile broadband in 201466. Use of fixed broadband has not changed 
significantly, with 76% of adults using a fixed connection; this includes 4% also using 
mobile broadband. Total use of mobile broadband (via a dongle or data card) has 
fallen for the third consecutive year, from 17% in 2011 to 12% in 2012, 8% in 2013 
and 6% in 201467. The decline comes from those with only a mobile broadband 
connection (down to 2% from 4% in 2013), with no change among those with both 
mobile and fixed broadband, at 4% for both 2013 and 2014. 

3.31 Overall broadband access has increased for 16-24s since 2013 (from 80% to 86%) 
due to an increase in use of fixed broadband (from 76% to 84%).68 Otherwise, 
broadband access, through fixed and/ or mobile broadband, has not changed 
significantly for any other age group or gender since 2013. Younger age groups 
continue to dominate ownership of broadband, while the over-75s remain the least-
likely group to have broadband access at home, and also the least likely to own any 
connected device. 

63 See Figures 37 and 42 in the Consumer Experience Research Report. 
64 See Figure 5 in the Consumer Experience Research Report. 
65 See Figure 46 in the Consumer Experience Research Report. 
66 Note to participants in Ofcom’s Technology Tracker defining mobile broadband: Mobile broadband 
from a mobile network – connecting via a USB stick or dongle, or built-in connectivity in a laptop, or 
netbook or tablet computer with a SIM card. 
67 See Figure 1 in the Consumer Experience Research Report. 
68 Percentages are slightly different to the totals given below due to rounding issues.  
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Figure 5 Age and gender profile of those who have broadband access at home 

 
 Source: Ofcom communications tracker survey  
Base: All adults 16+ (Q2 2010, 2106) (Q2 2011, 2862) (Q2 2012, 2893) (Q2 2013, 2879) (Q2 2014, 
2877) 
QE9. Which of these methods does your household use to connect to the internet at home? See 
Consumer Experience Research Report (Figure 50). 

 

3.32 The proportion of broadband customers unaware of the advertised or actual 
connection speed of their broadband connection increased in 2014. Around seven in 
ten broadband customers are unaware of their advertised speed (72% vs. 67% in 
2013) or are unaware of the actual connection speed (75% vs. 71% in 2013). Women 
were also significantly more likely than men to be unaware of their connection speed 
(86% vs 64%). And those in urban areas are more likely to be unaware of their 
broadband connection speeds than those in rural locations (76% in urban locations 
vs. 71% in rural locations). 

3.33 While mobile broadband (via a dongle or data card) continues to be most popular 
among younger age groups, there has been a decline in use of mobile broadband 
among 16-24s and 25-44s, where use fell from 9% to 7% and 12% to 7% 
respectively. 

3.34 Despite the ‘mobile’ functionality of mobile broadband, large amounts of use 
continues to take place in the home; 92% of adults with mobile broadband say they 
use it at home. In 2014 there was no significant change in the number of consumers 
who ever used mobile broadband in the home (36%) or who ever used mobile 
broadband outside the home (63%). There was, however, a significant increase in 
those who mainly or always use mobile broadband outside the home (22% in 2014 
vs. 9% in 2013)69.  

3.35 Another way of evaluating take-up is assessing ‘access to the internet anywhere’ and 
our research here suggests that 84% of UK adults have access to the internet 
somewhere, including via a smartphone70. While this overall figure is relatively 
unchanged since 2013 (at 82%) there was a significant rise since 2013 among 65-
74s (65% vs. 53% in 2013).  

69 See Figure 53 in the Consumer Experience Research Report. 
70 See Figures 55 and 56 in the Consumer Experience Research Report. 
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Connected devices 

3.36 Ownership of any connected device remained stable for a second year in 2014, at 
82%. This follows a steady increase in ownership between 2000 and 2012.  

3.37 There was a steady increase in laptop ownership and a decline in PC ownership from 
2009 to 2013. However, in 2014 laptop ownership fell to 63% (from 66% in 2013), 
and PC ownership remained steady, at 34%. Laptops now share the top position with 
smartphones as the most popular connected device in the household (both at 63%; 
smartphones up from 56% in 2013). Ownership of a netbook remains static at 8%, 
with the growth in ownership of tablet computers more than doubling from 29% to 
46% in 201471.  

3.38 Ofcom research has monitored take-up of smartphones for several years. This year’s 
growth has been driven mainly by those aged 45-64, with 58% of this group now 
owning a smartphone compared to 44% in 2013.  Smartphone growth looks likely to 
continue over the next 12 months, although the rate is beginning to slow. One in five 
(21%) mobile phone owners who do not have a smartphone say they are very 
unlikely to get one, and 40% say they are certain that they will not.   

Figure 6 Smartphone owners, by age, gender, socio-economic and urbanity  

 

Source: Ofcom communications tracker survey 
Base: Adults 16+ (Q2 2012, 2893) (Q2 2013, 2879) (Q2 2014, 2877). See Consumer Experience 
Research Report (Figure 71). 

Television 

3.39 The chart below shows results as identified by the BARB Establishment Survey, 
which is a new source for the 2014 Consumer Experience report. For the last quarter 
of 2013, digital TV take-up stood at 95%72, following completion of digital switchover 
from analogue terrestrial, in 2012. The remaining 5% represents households without 
a working television. Satellite ownership has remained at just over four in ten 
households since 2011, while cable has remained at just over one in ten since 2003.  

71 See Figure 68 in the Consumer Experience Research Report. 
72 Note that there are slight differences in the percentage of non-TV households stated here as stated 
in the data from Ofcom’s communications tracking survey, due to different sources and time periods.   
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Figure 7 Take-up of digital TV services, by platform 

 
Source: BARB Establishment Survey. See Consumer Experience Research Report (Figure 57).  

3.40 As mentioned in Section 2, there are numerous providers offering OTT film and TV 
services to consumers. In October 2014, 5.3 million people visited the BBC iPlayer 
website, the most popular online television and film website, on a laptop or desktop 
computer (see chart below); this is a decrease since October 2013 when 6.6 million 
people visited the site. Netflix was the second most popular (2.6 million unique 
visitors), followed by Channel 4’s 4oD service (2.3 million).73 

3.41 Despite their popularity, the unique audiences of BBC iPlayer and 4oD both declined 
in the year to October 2014 by 21% (although this could be explained by a shift in the 
use of these services to other devices such as tablets, smartphones and video on 
demand set-top boxes).The unique audience of Netflix remained constant in the 
same period but grew by 61% in the previous year (October 2012 to October 2013). 

73 In this context, ‘unique’ audience/visitors means the total number of unique persons who visited a 
website or used an application at least once in a given month. Persons visiting the same website 
more than once in the month are therefore counted only once in this measure. The data are based 
only on users visiting from a laptop or desktop computer. 
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Figure 8 Unique audience for selected online film and TV sites on a laptop and 
desktop computer 

 
Source: comScore MMX, UK, home and work panel, October 2013 to October 2014. See Consumer 
Experience Research Report (Figure 65). 

Radio 

3.42 The Government launched its Digital Radio Action Plan in July 2010. Ofcom was 
asked in the Action Plan to publish an annual report on the availability and take-up of 
digital radio services. The data below are taken from our latest annual digital radio 
report74. Ofcom research indicates that over half (51.3%) of all radio listeners aged 
15+ in the UK had listened to a digital radio service on a weekly basis in the 12 
months ending Q2 2014, up 2.6 percentage points from the same period the previous 
year.75  

3.43 Digital listening accounted for a 36.3% share of all radio listening in the 12 months to 
Q2 2014, an increase of 2.4 percentage points year on year. The proportion of 
listening through a digital platform has increased by 10.4 percentage points since 
2011, and over the same period analogue listening decreased by 8.1 percentage 
points to 58% in Q2 2014. The proportion of respondents who did not confirm the 
platform they were listening through (unspecified listening) was 5.6%.  

74 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-research/other/radio-research/digital-radio-
reports/digital-radio-2014/  
75 See Figure 22 in Ofcom’s 2013 Digital Radio Report, available here: 
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/radio-research/drr-13/2013_DRR.pdf  
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Figure 9 Distribution of radio listening hours across analogue and digital 
platforms, by quarter: Q2 2013–Q2 2014 

Source: RAJAR. All adults (15+). See Digital Radio Report 2014 (Figure 14). 
Note: ‘Unspecified’ relates to listening where the radio platform was not confirmed by the listener. 

Post 

3.44 In Ofcom’s research on consumers’ use of postal services, about four in five (78%) 
consumers claimed to have sent at least one item of post (this includes letters, cards 
and parcels) in the previous month. Those aged over 65 sent on average 8.2 items, 
more than any other group. Overall, almost a quarter (22%) of respondents said they 
had not sent any items of post in the past month. This rises to four in ten (40%) of 
those aged 16-2476.  

3.45 Consumers in socio-economic group AB claimed to have sent an average of 9.4 
items in the past month, compared to an average of 4.6 items for those in socio-
economic group DE. There was no significant difference in the amount of post sent 
by people living in urban or rural areas77. 

3.46 In terms of postal product used, three in five consumers (59%) said they bought First 
Class stamps all or most of the time and  just under one in five (17%) said they 
bought Second Class stamps all or most of the time. Second Class stamps are used 
most frequently by consumers aged over 65, with 31% of consumers aged 65-74 and 
33% of over-75s saying they used Second Class stamps all or most of the time, 
compared to 17% for all consumers. 

76 See Figure 89 in the Consumer Experience Research Report. 
77 See Figure 90 in the Consumer Experience Research Report. 
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Figure 10 Types of stamps used when sending letters or cards, by age and gender 

 

Source: Ofcom post tracker survey, Q3 2013- Q2 2014 
Base: All adults 16+ (4853). See Consumer Experience Research Report (Figure 95).  
 
3.47 On average, consumers receive 8.9 items of post a week, which equates to an 

average of about 39 items received in a month. Twenty-five per cent of all adults 
claimed to have received over ten items of post, while 6% claimed not to have 
received any post, in the previous week. Those aged 16-24 claimed to receive less 
post on average than other age groups (4.9 items per week), whereas those in the 
45-54 age group claimed to receive the most post, with an average of 10.5 items 
received in the past week.78 

3.48 Overall, about a fifth of adults (21%) claim to be using post less than they were two 
years ago. However, regardless of how frequently people are using post, there is 
evidence that consumers remain reliant on postal services as a means of 
communication. Just under two-thirds of adults (64%) stated they were either 'very' or 
'fairly' reliant on the postal service. Furthermore, half (51%) said that they would feel 
cut off from society if they could not send or receive post. 

3.49 The chart below illustrates consumers' stated reliance on post as a way of 
communicating.  Levels of claimed reliance on the postal service increase with age, 
particularly the proportion claiming to be 'very reliant', with 17% of 16-24 year olds 
stating they were 'very reliant' on the postal service, compared to 33% of those aged 
65-74. Those over 75 years old were the most likely to say they were ‘very reliant’ on 
postal services (35%), although this was a drop from the 41% who said they were 
‘very reliant’ in 2013. 

78 See Figure 93 in the Consumer Experience Research Report. 
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Figure 11 Reliance on post as a way of communicating, by age and gender 

 
Source: Ofcom post tracker survey Q3 2013-Q2 2014 
Base: All adults 16+ (4853). See Consumer Experience Research Report (Figure 88).  
 
3.50 Further details of our research into consumers’ use of postal services are provided in 

the Consumer Experience Research Report. 

Ofcom’s work  

3.51 Ofcom’s work programme involves examining take-up and use of services by all 
consumers, and potential barriers. In some cases, we have been given specific 
powers and responsibilities, and, in others, the Government has taken the lead and 
we have provided advice and support. 

3.52 We set out below an overview of our work on promoting participation and addressing 
consumer vulnerability, before turning to related work including: relay services; 
television access services; media literacy; and the needs of postal users.  

Participation and vulnerability  

3.53 Ofcom sees vulnerability as being about people’s circumstances, which can change 
over time. Anyone can become vulnerable if they are ill or bereaved, for example. 

3.54 The Ofcom Participation and Vulnerability co-ordination group, chaired by the 
Director of Consumer Policy, continued to hold quarterly meetings in 2014 to share 
information and to discuss how we can take account of the needs of consumers in 
vulnerable circumstances when developing policy.   The co-ordination group reports 
annually to both the Corporate Responsibility Steering Group and the Consumer 
Content and External Affairs Steering Group. 

3.55 Towards the end of 2013, the Centre for Consumers and Essential Services, 
University of Leicester, was commissioned by Consumer Futures (now part of 
Citizens Advice) to study the work of Ofcom, Ofgem, Ofwat and the Financial 
Conduct Authority on consumer vulnerability. The results of this study are due to be 
published in 2015, although some of the findings have already been shared with 
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Ofcom.  Several Ofcom staff members were interviewed, and the researchers were 
given access to a large amount of published and unpublished material. 

3.56 The researchers looked at Ofcom’s approach to consumer vulnerability in relation to 
our regulation of fixed and mobile telecoms, and broadband, post, broadcasting, 
internet content and spectrum.   Ofcom’s aim is to consider the consumer interest 
across all parts of its work, and seeks to identify and tackle areas where consumers 
may be vulnerable to harm.  We aim to take account of consumer vulnerability in our 
general work, as well as in work designed specifically to benefit particular groups 
such as older and disabled people. 

3.57 We understand that the report will consider the ways in which external ‘challenge’ 
groups such as the Communications Consumer Panel, the Advisory Committee on 
Older and Disabled People and the Consumer Forum for Communications have an 
input into Ofcom’s work that benefits consumers in vulnerable situations. 

3.58 The researchers were also interested to see the ways in which the Consumer 
Interest Toolkit was embedded in Ofcom’s work and culture.  The Toolkit contains 
many references to consumers in vulnerable situations and states that markets may 
work to people’s disadvantage for reasons that do not stem from their ability to have 
access to a particular good or service at a reasonable price.   For each policy project, 
a detailed assessment of current and potential consumer harm is made.   There are 
also governance processes within Ofcom designed to help identify harm or potential 
harm to consumers in vulnerable situations, with project teams required to set this 
out this clearly for the decision-makers.   A Group Director has lead responsibility for 
consumers’ interests including consumer vulnerability. 

3.59 Regulators need to be prepared to work with others to achieve good outcomes for 
consumers in vulnerable situations, and the report highlighted Ofcom’s work with 
other bodies to find ways of tackling nuisance calls.  

3.60 We look forward to the publication of the report.  

Working for disabled consumers 

Next generation text relay  

3.61 Text relay is used by people who are deaf or speech-impaired.  A relay assistant in a 
call centre types what is said by the hearing party to the call and/or voices over what 
is typed by the deaf or speech-impaired person, according to the requirements of the 
user. 

3.62 Until recently, most deaf text relay users relied on textphones, which are specialist 
devices costing around £300 and which are difficult to use on the move. 
 

3.63 2014 saw the introduction of next generation text relay (NGTR), which delivered a 
significant upgrade to the relay service.  The upgrade was mandated by Ofcom in 
2011, with communications providers given until 18 April 2014 to give access to an 
approved NGTR service. 

3.64 BT was the only organisation to seek approval for a NGTR service, and other 
communications providers contracted with BT for their customers to have access to 
its service.    
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3.65 Unfortunately, the new service was not delivered by the due date.  NGTR became 
available in the UK in October 2014.   Ofcom opened an investigation into BT’s 
failure to comply with the obligation to deliver this service by 18 April 2014. This 
investigation is ongoing. It was not considered appropriate to investigate other CPs, 
as they had contracted with BT to deliver the service.  

3.66 The delay was disappointing for relay users in particular.  However, there has been 
positive feedback about NGTR since the service became available.  The new service 
works with software that can be downloaded to a PC, tablet or smartphone and which 
delivers the captions alongside a regular phone call.  Users can obtain a new, 
normal-looking telephone number, enabling incoming calls to be made without the 
need for a prefix, and missed calls to be returned easily. 

3.67 Some users have reported that they initially found setting up the new service 
complex, but many have expressed warm praise for the service, some taking to 
social media to share their feelings. Among the views expressed on Twitter were: 

• “Just made my 1st smartphone call using the NGT app. Works like a charm!”  

• “Fantastic to see NGT app make such a huge difference to hearing impaired 
staff.  Fantastic use of technology.”   

• “Next Gen Text Relay - Utterly amazing - I can reclaim the phone once more!” 

• “Called [mobile provider] Next Generation #textrelay directly from mob. Couldn't 
have done this last year, brill tech. Oh, & [provider] were great!” 

Television access services 

3.68 Television access services are the subtitling, sign language and audio description 
provided on television programmes; these are intended to help people with hearing 
or visual impairments to understand and enjoy television.  

3.69 The Communications Act 2003 prescribes ten-year targets for subtitling, signing and 
audio description in television services. It also requires Ofcom to produce, and to 
periodically review, a code79 on the application of, and exclusions from, these 
targets. 

3.70 2014 marked the tenth year since Ofcom’s code came into effect. Most channels 
have fulfilled the maximum access services requirements set by the Communications 
Act. Over the last decade, the percentage of total output that was subtitled has 
doubled, while the percentage of total output that was audio described or signed has 
tripled80. Non-domestic channels81 were also required in 2014 to provide access 
services for the first time. 

79 Ofcom’s Code on Television Access Services, December 2012 
(http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/broadcasting/broadcast-codes/tv-access-services/code-tv-access-
services-2013/)  
80 These figures only take into account output on channels required to provide access services; for 
more, see: Ofcom, Ten years of television access service, April 2014 
(http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/tv-research/access-service-
reports/Access_service_provision_2004_to_2014-_Final.pdf)  
81 Channels licensed by Ofcom that are available in Member States of the European Union other than 
the United Kingdom 
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3.71 In 2015, 79 channels will be required to provide television access services, compared 
to 76 channels during 2014. Channels providing access services continue to account 
for over 90% of UK audience share82. Furthermore, 39 non-domestic channels will be 
required to provide access services in 2015, compared to 40 non-domestic channels 
during 2014. Ofcom receives and publishes bi-annual reports on the access services 
provided by broadcasters, and carries out periodic checks83. These show that the 
majority of channels exceed their targets for subtitling and audio description set out in 
Ofcom’s code. In particular, the BBC, ITV (in England and Wales), Channel 4 and 
Sky have voluntarily committed to audio-describe 20% of their programming.  

3.72 Channels with smaller audiences may discharge their obligation to provide signed 
content by contributing to other ways of providing sign-presented programming. In 
2014, some 50 channels chose to contribute funding to the British Sign Language 
Broadcasting Trust (BSLBT), which commissions sign-presented programming 
broadcast on the Community Channel and Film 4.  

Quality of live subtitling 

3.73 In 2013 Ofcom began a project to measure the quality of live subtitling84, following 
repeated complaints from subtitle users. The measurements focus on three main 
dimensions of quality: 

• the average speed of the subtitling;  

• the average latency of the subtitling (the delay between speech and live 
subtitling), and the range of latencies; and  

• the number and type of errors (i.e. minor spelling errors, major omissions or 
factually misleading subtitles). 

3.74 Broadcasters are asked to conduct the measurements on their own subtitling, and 
the measurements are later validated by a team of independent experts. 

3.75 In 2014 Ofcom published two of four reports, and will publish the remaining reports in 
2015. The first two reports85 shed light on some of the areas for improvement in the 
three dimensions of quality identified above. Furthermore, Ofcom reported on a 
range of related issues that in our view affect the quality of subtitling.   

Video-on-demand access services 

3.76 The Authority for Television on Demand (“ATVOD”) is the independent co-regulator86  
of on-demand programme services and, as such, is responsible for encouraging 
providers of on-demand programme services to ensure that their services are 

82 For the full list, see: Ofcom, Television channels required to provide television access services in 
2015, July 2014 (http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/broadcast/guidance/access-services-
15.pdf).   
83 Reports (including targets) can be found here: http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-
research/market-data/tv-sector-data/tv-access-services-reports/  
84 Ofcom, The quality of live subtitling (http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/consultations/subtitling/) 
85 Reports can be found here: 
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/consultations/subtitling/statement/sampling-report.pdf and 
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/consultations/subtitling/statement/QOS_second_report.pdf  
86 Ofcom delegated certain of its functions and powers in relation to the regulation of on-demand 
programme services to ATVOD by means of a formal designation on 18 March 2010. 
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progressively made more accessible to people with disabilities affecting their sight, 
hearing or both.  

3.77 In fulfilment of this duty ATVOD has published its 2014-2016 Access Service Plan 
which sets out how it promotes and implements the accessibility of non-linear 
services.87 This plan explains that ATVOD will: 

• focus on large-scale services, whose services can have the greatest impact on 
audiences;       

• focus its efforts on services where content has previously carried access services 
on linear broadcast or cinema/DVD release; 

• seek individual meetings with senior personnel from specific service providers to 
discuss the service providers’ plans and timetables for providing access services, 
and to encourage them to demonstrate significant progress over the next two 
years;  

• seek individual meetings with operators of major platforms in order to discuss any 
technical or administrative obstacles relevant to provision of access services; and  

• work with relevant stakeholders, including those who represent relevant access 
service users, to publicise information on which services are providing access 
services.  

3.78 Additionally, ATVOD conducts an annual survey of the provision of access services 
by the providers of on-demand programme services, and reports the level of 
provision for that year compared against results from previous surveys.88  

Media literacy 

3.79 The Communications Act 2003 requires Ofcom to promote, and to make 
arrangements for research into, media literacy.  

3.80 Media literacy enables people to have the skills, knowledge and understanding they 
need to make full use of the opportunities presented both by traditional and new 
communications services. Media literacy also helps people to manage content and 
communications, and protect themselves and their families from the potential risks 
associated with using these services.  

3.81 UK competitiveness depends on active and informed digital users who know how 
their personal data is being used, how to stay safe online, and how to judge what is 
true and accurate online. Being savvy online is increasingly important as people need 
to know where their information comes from and whether to trust it.  

3.82 Ofcom’s definition of media literacy is: 

“the ability to use, understand and create media and 
communications in a variety of contexts”. 

87 http://www.atvod.co.uk/uploads/files/Access_Services_Plan_2014-16.pdf 
88 http://www.atvod.co.uk/regulated-services. 
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3.83 Our media literacy research informs three of Ofcom’s strategic purposes: to promote 
opportunities to participate; to protect consumers from harm; and to contribute to and 
implement public policy as defined by Parliament.  

3.84 Our media literacy research has earned a strong reputation among stakeholders from 
a variety of sectors. We publish an in-depth annual report on the media use and 
attitudes of children aged 3-15 and their parents, and an in-depth annual report on 
adults aged 16+. We also carry out innovative qualitative research which tracks the 
same 15 or so individuals and conducts video interviews with them each year asking 
about their media habits. All of these studies have been running since 2005 and so 
are able to provide useful data on trends over time. We publish the reports and the 
underlying data, for stakeholders to use further, including slides, questionnaires, and 
data tables89. In 2014 we also began a three-year Children’s Media Lives qualitative 
study, monitoring the same 18 children aged 8-15 across the UK to see how their 
lives and media consumption and attitudes shift over time. In 2014 we also published 
a qualitative report, Children’s online behaviour: issues of risk and trust90, which 
examined children’s perceptions of these issues.  

3.85 Our most recent research report: Children and Parents - Media Use and Attitudes, 
was published in October 201491. The report provides an accessible overview of 
media use, attitudes and understanding among children and young people aged 5-
15. It also provides information about access to, and the use of, media among 
children aged 3-4. The report includes findings on parents’ views about their 
children’s media use, and the way parents seek – or not – to monitor or limit such 
use. 

3.86 Our research evidence base provides benchmark information on people’s digital 
media behaviour and attitudes, and is used widely; both internally at Ofcom, and by 
stakeholders in the public and private sectors in the UK and internationally.  

3.87 We continue to communicate our findings to a range of stakeholders including: the 
UK Council for Child Internet Safety (UKCCIS); the BBC; the Government Digital 
Service (GDS); Get Safe Online, and the academic Media Communication and 
Cultural Studies Association (MECCSA). We also continue to present our findings at 
a variety of seminars and conferences throughout the year.  

Postal users’ needs 

3.88 In 2013/14 Royal Mail met the target of delivering 93% of First Class mail next day 
across the UK, and also met most of its other quality of service targets. In particular, 
Royal Mail significantly improved its performance against its target of delivering 
91.5% of First Class mail next day in every relevant postcode area (PCA), 92 by 
achieving this target in 114 out of 118 PCAs compared to 73 out of 118 in 2012/13. 
Following Royal Mail’s poor performance in 2012/13 Ofcom wrote to Royal Mail 
making clear that, if its performance in meeting the PCA target did not improve 
significantly, we would have to consider an investigation and possible enforcement 

89http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-research/media-literacy-pubs/  
90 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-research/other/research-publications/childrens/online-
behaviour/  
91 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-research/other/research-
publications/childrens/children-parents-oct-14/  
92 Only three postcode areas in the whole of the UK are excluded from this target, because they 
include remote locations on Scottish islands which are more difficult to reach next day: HS (Outer 
Hebrides), KW (Kirkwall) and ZE (Lerwick). 

42 

                                                

http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-research/media-literacy-pubs/
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-research/other/research-publications/childrens/online-behaviour/
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-research/other/research-publications/childrens/online-behaviour/
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-research/other/research-publications/childrens/children-parents-oct-14/
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-research/other/research-publications/childrens/children-parents-oct-14/


The Consumer Experience of 2014: Telecoms, Internet, Digital Broadcasting and Post 

action.  We continue to monitor Royal Mail’s performance, and meet the company on 
a quarterly basis. Royal Mail met its national First and Second class targets, and the 
91.5% target in 110 out of 118 PCAs, in the first half of 2014/15. 

3.89 In order to run its operations more efficiently, in August 2014 Royal Mail started 
changing the collection time windows of some post boxes to any time after 9am. This 
change affects approximately 43,000 post boxes identified as receiving low volumes 
of mail. This will allow Royal Mail delivery staff to collect mail as part of their delivery 
round, reducing the overall costs of collections. Royal Mail will ensure that there is a 
post box with a late collection time within half a mile of each post box that moves to 
earlier collections, and that these post boxes will have a clear sign-post to the 
nearest ‘late’ post box. Royal Mail will also install about 2000 additional post boxes in 
areas of current under-provision, predominantly rural locations, and in busy areas 
such as train stations and shopping centres. 

3.90 In some areas, an increasing proportion of consumers have experienced letter 
delivery from postal operators other than Royal Mail. There is very little end-to-end 
competition in the UK letters market, and alternative operators to Royal Mail 
delivered only 80 million letters in 2013-14, which equates to around 0.6% of the 
addressed letter mail market. However, this does represent an increase of over 
200% compared to 2012-13. This increase in volumes was largely due to Whistl 
(previously TNT Post UK) expanding its delivery areas into parts of South West and 
North West London, Manchester and Liverpool.93  

3.91 Our work in relation to the regulatory framework and end-to-end competition for 
postal services is set out in Section 4 of this report.  

 

 

93 Ofcom, Annual monitoring update on the postal market - Financial year 2013-14, December 2014, 
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/post/monitoring-report-13-14/annual-monitoring-update-
postal-2013-14.pdf  
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Section 4 

4 Consumer choice and value 
Introduction 

4.1 Ofcom aims to further the interests of citizens and consumers with respect to 
communications, where appropriate by promoting competition. Effective competition 
can drive consumer benefits by increasing innovation, efficiency and choice and by 
lowering prices.  In performing our functions, we must have regard, in particular, to 
the interests of consumers in respect of choice, price, quality of service and value for 
money.  

4.2 In addition, Ofcom has duties to secure the provision of a universal postal service: 
the delivery and collection of mail everywhere in the UK at affordable and uniform 
prices, every working day (and on Saturday for letters).  

4.3 In this section we report on the purchasing choices consumers are making and how 
the cost of services is changing across the UK. We also discuss our policy work 
aimed at promoting competition and facilitating consumer choice in communications 
markets, in order to consider its impact on the consumer experience. 

Purchasing choices 

4.4 Increasingly, providers offer services to consumers in bundles or packages – for 
example, landline access and calls are typically bundled together, and broadband 
and sometimes pay-TV are added to these packages to create ‘dual-play’ and ‘triple-
play’ bundles. As the trend to bundling has continued, some providers have 
withdrawn their standalone services from the market, though unbundled fixed voice 
and broadband is still offered by BT and other smaller providers.94   

4.5 Bundling is most popular in the fixed voice and broadband markets, with over half of 
consumers in the fixed voice and the fixed broadband markets choosing to bundle 
these with other services. In the mobile market, the vast majority of consumers (87%) 
purchase mobile as a single service and in the pay-TV market there are almost 
identical numbers of those who bundle (31%) and those who take the service as a 
single purchase (29%).  

94 BT, Sky (which does not promote its service heavily) and smaller providers such as Co-Op, Tesco, 
Fuel Broadband (previously Primus Saver) and the Post Office still offer unbundled services to 
consumers.  
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Figure 12 Trend in purchasing behaviour, by communications market  

 
Source: Ofcom communications tracker survey (Q1 and Q3 rolled data from 2010), Q1 2011, Q1 
2012, Q1 2013, Q1 2014.  
Base: Adults 15+ (2010) 16+ (2011-2014). See Consumer Experience Research Report (Figure 105). 

4.6 Between 2013 and 2014, the proportion of UK adults choosing to bundle any of their 
communications services increased to 63% (from 60%). Dual-play fixed-line and 
broadband bundling has remained relatively stable since 2012, standing at 28% in 
2014. Triple-play fixed line, broadband and multichannel TV bundles continued their 
increase in 2014 (23%, up from 21%). 

Figure 13 Trends in purchasing multiple communications services from a single 
supplier 

 
Source: Ofcom communication tracker survey 
Base: All adults 16+  
QG1. Do you receive more than one of these services as part of an overall deal or package from the 
same supplier? QG3. Do you receive a discount or special deal for subscribing to this package of 
services? See Consumer Experience Research Report (Figure 102). 

4.7 Dual-play fixed-line and broadband bundles are most common among older 
consumers, with just under half of 45-64s (48%) and over half of over 65s (53%) 
having this type of bundle. This compares to younger consumers who are more likely 
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four in ten and around half of those aged between 16 and 44 purchasing these types 
of bundles95.  

4.8 Dual-play fixed-line and broadband bundles account for a large proportion of 
bundling in rural areas (63%); this compares to 41% of those in urban areas, with this 
type of bundle. Triple-play fixed-line, broadband and multichannel TV is more popular 
in urban areas with almost four in ten (39%) purchasing this service, compared to 
23% in rural areas96. The lower level of triple-play in rural areas is likely to be linked 
to the lower availability of cable.  

Mobile contracts 

4.9 The proportion of mobile customers opting for contract packages has increased each 
year since 2005, and now over three in five (65%) mobile users have a contract 
service, with the majority (57%) on at least a 12-month contract97. Although there has 
been an increase in contracts of 12 months or over (57% vs. 54%), the SIM-only 
option has doubled in popularity since 2010 (8% vs. 4%), although, this has been 
stable over the past 12 months.  

4.10 The continued rise in the take-up of pay-monthly and longer contracts can be 
attributed to the growth in take-up of smartphones, as users repay much of the cost 
of an expensive handset over a number of months, rather than upfront. In Q2 2014, 
84% of adults with a smartphone were on a monthly contract.  

4.11 In addition, as internet access on mobile phones becomes more widespread, pay-
monthly tariffs may be more attractive than pre-pay tariffs, as the majority of post-pay 
tariffs now include an element of bundled data use.  

95 See Figure 104 in the Consumer Experience Research Report. 
96 Ibid. 
97 Please note that ‘other contract’ and ‘SIM-only contract’ figures are rounded to calculate the 
percentage of mobile customers with a contract service. 
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Figure 14 Take-up of mobile packages 

 
Source: Ofcom communications tracker survey 
Base: Adults 16+ who personally use a mobile phone (Q2 2009, 1835) (Q2 2010, 1892) (Q2 2011, 
2543) (Q2 2012, 2582) (Q2 2013, 2595) (Q2 2014, 2615)  
QD11. Which of these best describes the mobile package you personally use most often?  
*Note - the comparable contract figure for 2009 is 42% and for 2010 is 44% as data relating to SIM 
only contracts has only been collected from 2009. See Consumer Experience Research Report 
(Figure 106). 

4.12 Three in five new pay-monthly mobile sales in Q1 2014 had a minimum contract 
period of 24 months, a decrease from two-thirds the previous year. 

4.13 In Q1 2014, 41% of new mobile contracts had a minimum term of 12 months or less, 
up eight percentage points compared to Q1 2013. The major reason behind this is 
the fast-growing number of SIM-only contracts, with shorter contract lengths. These 
are more cost-effective than contracts including new handsets; consumers buy a new 
SIM and keep their existing handset instead of buying a new, more expensive device.   

Figure 15 Length of new mobile contract connection 

 
Source: GfK Retail and Technology UK Ltd, Contract Length Sales of new Mobile Connections 
Notes: England, Scotland and Wales only (excludes Northern Ireland); based on GfK’s coverage of 
95% of the consumer market; based on new post-pay connections; excludes contract renewals; only 
represents sales through consumer channels (excluding Apple Store and eBay). See Consumer 
Experience Research Report (Figure 109).  
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4.14 Below we set out our analysis of current expenditure and the trend in UK prices. Full 
details of this analysis are included in the Consumer Experience Research Report.  

Expenditure on services98 

Change in spend on communications services 

4.15 Average UK household spend on communications services fell in real terms (i.e. 
adjusted for inflation) in 2013, the most recent year for which data were available. UK 
households spent an average of £117.24 per month on communications services in 
2013, £2.09 (1.7%) less than in 2012. This was equivalent to 5.5% of total household 
spend in 2013, unchanged from 2008, and 0.1 percentage points lower than in 2008. 

4.16 Average spend increased for pay TV (up by just two pence per month), fixed internet 
(where it increased by 72 pence per month to £13.32 as a result of growing fixed 
broadband take-up and the migration to faster services), and postal services. 

4.17 Average spend on fixed voice services fell by 51 pence per month (2.2%) to £22.36 
during the year, as increasing prices partially offset falling spend as a result of 
declining call volumes per line. The largest fall (both in monetary and percentage 
terms) was a £2.58 per month (5.4%) decline in average mobile spend, to £45.65, 
due to falling prices and SMS message volumes, and which occurred despite 
growing smartphone and mobile data use. Average spend on radio (which relates to 
the proportion of the TV licence fee that is attributed to radio) increased by 10 pence 
per month to £2.70 during 2013. 

Figure 16 Average household spend on communications services 

 

Source: Ofcom / operators / ONS 
Notes: Fixed voice spend includes the price of fixed-line access; TV includes pay-per-view; figures 
are adjusted for CPI. See Consumer Experience Research Report (Figure 128). 
 

98 Please note that for parts of this section the most recent data we have available is for 2013.   
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Pricing of services 

Fixed voice pricing 

Standalone fixed telephony prices are increasing 

4.18 In Ofcom’s International Communications Market Reports we analyse service prices 
using baskets of services that are designed to reflect the use of five ‘typical’ 
households. Four of these baskets include a fixed voice telephony requirement, and 
Figure 17 shows the weighted average standalone UK prices99 of these connections 
in the three years to 2014. 

4.19 As the chart shows, in nominal terms (i.e. before adjusting for inflation), prices 
increased in all of the three years to 2014, with these increases averaging 5.4% per 
annum. Similarly, in real terms (i.e. after having adjusted for inflation, for which we 
use the CPI), prices increased by an average of 3.0% a year over this period, with 
prices increasing in all years except 2013, when they fell by 2.3%. However, between 
July 2012 and July 2013 Virgin Media and TalkTalk stopped offering standalone fixed 
voice services on their websites,100 meaning that the 2012 and 2013 figures below 
are not a like-for-like comparison. Excluding these providers from the analysis shows 
a price increase in 2013, both before and after having adjusted for inflation, and 
higher average price increases over the three-year period. 

99 The weighted average of the cheapest standalone prices offered by the largest providers of 
residential fixed voice services, weighted by their market shares. 
100 The Teligen pricing model (which contains the prices of services offered by the largest providers in 
the UK and five other countries) only includes tariffs that are available for purchase on these 
providers’ websites. 
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Figure 17 Fixed-line voice: prices for typical baskets of standalone voice services: 
2010 to 2014 

 

Source: Ofcom / Teligen 
Note: Tariff data collected in July each year; nominal prices. See Consumer Experience Research 
Report (Figure 129). 
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• Increasing line rental fees: the result of higher line rental prices (BT, TalkTalk, 
Virgin Media and Sky increased their standard line rental charges by an average 
of 5% in nominal terms in 2013) and consumers continuing to purchase call ‘add-
ons’ that offer ‘free’ or reduced rate calls in return for an additional monthly fee. 

• Falling call volumes per line: average monthly outgoing call minutes to UK 
geographic numbers per residential fixed line fell by 12% in 2013, from 201 to 
178, meaning that a larger proportion of the line rental/call bundle fee is allocated 
to each call minute when calculating an average pence-per-minute call charge. 

4.22 The average price of a call from a UK fixed phone to an international destination fell 
by 9.0%, from 4.9 pence per minute in 2012 to 4.5 pence per minute, in real terms, in 
2013. This was around half of the 8.9 pence-per-minute average in 2008, this decline 
being partly due to traditional fixed-line operators having reduced prices in order to 
compete with low-priced international mobile and voice over IP (VoIP) services. Most 
of the major UK residential fixed-line operators now offer call ‘add-ons’ offering either 
discounted or ‘free’ international calls for consumers in return for an additional 
monthly fee. 

4.23 The average per-minute charge for a residential fixed-to-mobile call fell by 0.3 pence 
(2.1%) to 14.6 pence in 2013. This represented a slowing in the rate of decline in the 
average price since 2012, when it fell by 6.6%. Average fixed-to-mobile call prices 
have fallen by 10.4% since 2008 (when the average was 16.3 pence per minute), 
mainly due to a reduction in mobile termination rates which has resulted in these 
calls increasingly being bundled with line rental services or being offered at reduced 
rates as call ‘add-ons’. 

Figure 18 Average-per minute residential fixed voice call charges: 2008 to 2013 

 
Source: Ofcom / operators 
Note: Includes estimates where Ofcom does not receive data from operators; calculation of total and 
UK geographic calls costs include line rental revenues; excludes non-geographic voice calls; adjusted 
for CPI; excludes VAT. See Consumer Experience Research Report (Figure 131). 
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those services included in the bundle, so the figures below should be purely for the 
fixed broadband element of any bundled services, and are based on the accounting 
conventions used to allocate bundled revenues. Our figures indicate that the average 
monthly price of a residential broadband connection increased by 0.8% to £16.96 in 
real terms in 2013 (Figure 19). 

4.25 Consumers migrating to superfast broadband services (i.e. those with an access line 
speed of 30Mbit/s or more) have contributed to the increase in average revenue per 
residential fixed broadband connection, as connections with a headline speed of 
30Mbit/s or higher typically command a price premium of £5 to £10 a month over 
standard broadband services (Ofcom data show that in the year to May 2014 the 
proportion of residential UK fixed broadband connections with a headline speed of 
‘up to’ 30Mbit/s or higher increased from 20% to 28%).101 Growth in the take-up of 
superfast broadband services has also resulted in increasing average UK residential 
fixed broadband actual download speeds, which increased from 14.7Mbit/s to 
18.7Mbit/s over the same period.102 

Figure 19 Average monthly price of residential broadband connection: 2008 to 2013 

 
Source: Ofcom / operators 
Note: Includes estimates where Ofcom does not receive data from operators; includes VAT; adjusted 
for CPI. See Consumer Experience Research Report (Figure 136). 
 
The price of a bundle of fixed broadband and fixed voice services continues to 
increase 

4.26 Ofcom uses Teligen’s pricing model to compare the lowest available prices for a 
basket of fixed broadband and fixed voice services, using the tariffs provided by the 
largest fixed telecoms providers in each country. Here we compare two service 
combinations: a fixed line with 400 minutes of outgoing voice calls together with a 
fixed broadband connection with a minimum headline speed of ‘up to’ 10Mbit/s and 
60GB of data use per month, and a combination which is identical to the first in all 
respects other than that it requires a broadband connection with a headline speed of 
at least ‘up to’ 30Mbit/s. 

101 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-research/other/telecoms-research/broadband-
speeds/broadband-speeds-may2014/.  
102 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-research/other/telecoms-research/broadband-
speeds/broadband-speeds-may2014/.  
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4.27 The analysis below shows that the lowest price available for both service 
combinations rose in 2014, with the rate of increase in the price of the basket that 
includes a standard broadband service (16.7%) being significantly higher than that of 
the basket including a fixed broadband connection of at least 30Mbit/s (5.9%). The 
difference between the lowest price available for each of the baskets in 2014 was 
£9.99 per month, down from £11.44 per month in 2013 (Figure 20). 

Figure 20 Lowest price available for a basket of voice calls and fixed broadband: 
2011 to 2014 

 

Source: Ofcom / Teligen 
Notes: Nominal prices; based on tariffs available in July each year. Basket includes 400 voice minutes 
(95% UK geographic, 3% to UK mobile, 3% international), 58% of calls in daytime, 25% in evening, 
16% at weekend. Basket of services includes special offers available such as discounted line rental 
for an introductory period. See Consumer Experience Research Report (Figure 137). 

Mobile pricing 

Our analysis indicates that mobile prices fell in 2014 

4.28 Our annual analysis of the tariffs available from the largest retail communications 
providers enables us to track the prices available for eight mobile connections with 
varying use, in the same way that we track those for fixed voice services. 

4.29 Overall, we found that the total ‘weighted average’ price of these eight connections, 
calculated using the tariffs available from the UK’s three largest mobile providers 
(EE, O2 and Vodafone) fell by 2.4% in nominal terms (or 3.9% in real terms) in the 
year to July 2014.  The weighted average price of all but two of the connections used 
in our analysis has fallen during the year.   

4.30 Post-pay mobile services have proved popular with mobile users in the context of 
increasing smartphone take-up, as they enable consumers to spread the cost of the 
handset, which is often several hundred pounds, across the contract’s lifetime. In Q1 
2014 35% of all new post-pay contracts sold had a monthly rental fee of less than 
£15 a month, about three times the 12% proportion recorded in Q1 2009 and up from 
30% in Q1 2013. The increase in the proportion of new contracts with lower monthly 
fees is largely due to falling mobile prices and operators trying to migrate pre-pay 
customers onto low-price post-pay monthly contracts, including SIM-only tariffs.  
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4.31 ‘SIM-only’ tariffs enable consumers to make savings on the cost of their mobile 
service in return for not receiving a new handset when they sign up to a new mobile 
contract. Instead, they are supplied with a SIM card which is used in a handset that 
they already own, and the mobile provider is able to pass on the lower costs 
associated with not having to subsidise a new handset in the form of lower service 
prices. In the UK, 71% of the tariffs feeding into the UK average best-pricing analysis 
of our eight connections in July 2014 were SIM-only offers (where a tariff is SIM-only 
our model factors-in the cost of buying a mobile handset separately).  

Figure 21 Composition of mobile phone baskets: 2011-2014 

 

Figure 22 Weighted average of best prices available from the three largest 
operators: 2011-2014 

 

Source: Ofcom / Teligen 
Note: Calculated from lowest tariff available from each of the three largest mobile operators by retail 
market share in July each year; nominal prices; full details of methodology, basket composition and 
in-depth analysis is provided in Ofcom’s 2014 International Communications Market Report. See 
Consumer Experience Research Report (Figures 138 and 139). 

Pay-TV pricing 

There was a mixed picture in the price of pay TV in the year to July 2014 

4.32 The TV licence fee has remained unchanged at £145.50 per year (£12.13 per month) 
for a colour licence since the BBC and the Government agreed to freeze it for six 
years in 2010. When comparing the price of pay TV services we use two service 
tiers: 
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• basic pay-tv: a service that includes channels which are not available on free-to-air 
platforms; and 

• HD premium pay-tv: a package including live Premier League football and a top 
entertainment package, including first-run Hollywood films and HD channels. 

4.33 The lowest price available for a standalone basic pay TV service increased by £1 per 
month (8%) to £17 per month in the year to July 2014. This was still 14% lower than 
the lowest price of a similar service in 2011, which was £20 per month. The ‘lowest 
available’ price for an HD premium pay-TV service fell by £3 per month (1%) to £63 
over the same period. 

Figure 23 Best price available for television services 

 

Source: Ofcom / Teligen 
Note: Based on standalone television tariffs available from Virgin Media and Sky in July of each year; 
includes hardware and installation costs. See Consumer Experience Research Report (Figure 141). 
 
Bundled service pricing 
4.34 In order to represent the prices available to consumers, it is necessary to include 

‘bundled’ services as well as those available on a standalone basis. Purchasing more 
than one communications service from a single provider is attractive to consumers, 
as doing so is usually cheaper than purchasing the same services separately, and 
consumers also benefit from the convenience of receiving a single bill for multiple 
services. As a result, bundled services have grown in popularity over the last decade 
and, according to Ofcom consumer research, 62% of UK households purchased two 
or more communications services from the same provider as part of a bundle in Q2 
2014.  

4.35 The growing take-up of bundled services means that it is important to look at trends 
in bundle prices as well as those in standalone pricing, and the chart below shows 
the lowest prices available for a basket of communications services based on the 
(multiplay and standalone) tariffs offered by the largest UK providers of residential 
communications services. This basket of services is based on the usage profile of a 
family comprising two parents and two teenage children, and requires: 

• a fixed voice service with high use (500 minutes of outgoing calls per month); 

• a fixed broadband connection with an advertised speed of at least ‘up to’ 10Mbit/s 
and 60GB of data use per month; 
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• four mobile phones with varying call, SMS and data use; and

• a basic pay-TV subscription including HD content and a DVR.

4.36 Bundle discounts meant that in each of the three years to 2014 it was cheaper to 
purchase two or more of the services required by the household as part of a bundle. 
In 2014 the ‘lowest available’ priced combination of services included a TalkTalk 
triple-play bundle of fixed voice, fixed broadband and pay-TV services (Plus TV (Line 
Rental Saver + 100 Mobile Minutes Boost); the total ‘lowest available’ price for the 
household was £107.99 per month. This represented a saving of £19.62 (15%) 
compared to the total ‘lowest available’ standalone service price for the household’s 
use. 

4.37 The ‘lowest available’ price for the household’s use increased by £12.37 a month 
(13%) in 2014, with most of this rise being due to an £8.56 a month increase in the 
price of the household’s highest-use mobile connection (which requires 250 minutes 
of calls, 100 text messages and 300MB of data per month). This was mainly due to 
T-Mobile withdrawing the SIM-only service that was the ‘lowest available’ tariff for this 
usage profile in the year to July 2014, although there was also an increase in the 
price of the premium smartphone handset required by the connection. The price of 
the bundle that was included in the ‘lowest available’ combination of services price 
also increased during the year, with monthly rental (including installation, hardware 
and promotional discounts) up by £3.06 per month (11%), because, TalkTalk (which 
also provided the ‘lowest available’ triple-play bundle in both 2013) increased its 
prices. 

Figure 24 Lowest prices available for a basket of communications services typical 
of a ‘networked family’ household 

Source: Ofcom / Teligen 
Note: TV includes the licence fee, the price of a set-top box/decoder and installation. See Consumer 
Experience Research Report (Figure 142). 

Cost of First and Second class stamps 

4.38 On 31 March 2014 the prices for sending individual letters and postcards increased 
for the first time since April 2012; First Class stamps rose by 2p and Second Class 
stamps rose by 3p, to 62p and 53p respectively.  

4.39 However, when sending a standard or large letter, by either first or second class, the 
UK is among the cheapest in Europe. See section 7 of the Consumer Experience 
Research Report for further details on the international comparison of stamp prices. 
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4.40 Satisfaction with postal services is discussed further in section 5. 

Affordability of essential communications services 

4.41 An important part of Ofcom’s work is to ensure that consumers receive value for 
money from their communications services, and that affordability is not a barrier for 
low-income citizens and consumers. Encouraging and promoting consumer 
participation in communications markets is also one of our key priorities. 

4.42 As part of fulfilling these responsibilities, in summer 2013 Ofcom started a project to 
better understand whether there are situations in which affordability is a barrier to 
citizens’ and consumers’ use of communication services that they regard as 
important or ‘essential’ for participation in society. We sought to understand the 
impact on consumers of buying essential communication services, or of being unable 
to afford an essential service. We used a range of sources of evidence to reach our 
conclusions, including quantitative and qualitative research, and published our 
conclusions in July 2014.103  

‘Essential’ communications services 

4.43 Our qualitative and quantitative research indicated a broad consensus among 
consumers on the elements that can make a service ‘essential’; for example, safety, 
through the ability to call emergency services on 112/999, or the ability to keep in 
touch with family and friends. There were demographic variations in the research 
data, and age was a key factor in people’s perceptions of which services are 
essential. 

4.44 Our findings also reflected the changes over the last ten years in the way people 
communicate with each other, e.g. increasing take-up of the internet. Across both the 
qualitative and quantitative research findings:  

• the services seen as most essential by consumers were voice services in 
general, but mobile services in particular (voice and text), and access to the 
internet, particularly fixed internet;  

• some services were seen as essential by some consumers, but less important by 
others, influenced by demographic factors such as age and socio-economic 
group: free-to-view TV, landline voice and mobile internet, e.g. mobile internet 
was seen as more essential by younger age groups;  

• radio, pay TV and internet access in a public place tended to be viewed as 
essential for society by fewer consumers, again depending on consumers’ use of 
the services; and 

• services which are generally much less used, or are auxiliary services were seen 
as less essential, both personally and for society (public call boxes (PCBs), 
itemised billing and directories). 

103 The report and supporting documents can be found at: http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-
data-research/other/cross-media/affordability/  
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Affordability 

4.45 Overall, the majority of consumers were unlikely to face affordability issues – 86% of 
those with financial responsibility for communications services104 said they never had 
difficulties paying for their communications services, and of those who did, a minority 
reported affordability issues. Generally, essential communications services were 
seen as good value for money, and this was the case regardless of level of income. 
This is consistent with the main findings of our report on the cost and value of 
communications services, published in January 2014, which showed that consumers 
have generally benefited from price decreases and an increase in choice and quality 
over the past ten years.105 

4.46 Our research suggested that affordability of communications services was linked to 
consumers’ financial circumstances and to their ease or difficulty of paying for their 
wider ‘basket of monthly goods’ e.g. household utilities, food, housing, transport and 
clothing. There was also sometimes low awareness of cheaper deals, with just 26% 
of consumers on income support aware of the social tariffs offered by BT (and, in 
Hull, KCOM) which are available to help consumers on qualifying benefits get a 
landline.  

4.47 While most consumers were unlikely to face affordability issues, we also found that, 
in a minority of cases, consumers faced particular financial issues arising from buying 
communications services. For instance, 2% said they have been in debt in relation to 
communication services when facing difficulties paying for these services.106 This 
level of reported debt was consistent with previous findings, and mobile industry 
information showed that both levels of debt and percentage of indebted consumers 
have fallen between 2010 and 2013 in the mobile sector.  

• some consumers faced affordability issues when buying services: for example, 
2% said they had been in debt in relation to communication services when facing 
difficulties paying for these services.107 This level of reported debt was consistent 
with previous findings, and mobile industry information showed that both levels of 
debt, and the percentage of indebted consumers, have fallen between 2010 and 
2013 in the mobile sector; and  

4.48 Additionally, a minority of consumers said cost was a barrier to obtaining services 
they would like to have and which were generally seen as essential. This applied 
particularly to broadband; 7% of respondents in total would have liked broadband but 
did not have it, and quoted cost as an issue. Of those, over half identified at least one 
negative impact of not having broadband (e.g. lack of access to information), while 
37% said it did not affect them or they could access other services108 and could 
therefore carry out essential functions through those services instead. 

104 Those who have financial responsibility for communications services represent 91% of the total 
sample. 
105 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/consumer-experience/tce-
13/cost_value_final.pdf 
106 including universal services but excluding Pay TV. 
107 Including universal services but excluding pay TV. 
108 Respondents did not explicitly indicate which service they were using instead of fixed broadband. 
But from a small base of 75 respondents, the research suggested that of the respondents who said 
that lack of access did not affect them or they had alternatives, 57% had a smartphone in their 
household, while 28% hade a tablet. 
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Ofcom’s work 

4.49 Ofcom carries out a wide range of work aimed, where appropriate, at promoting 
competition in communications markets, covering telecoms, broadcasting and postal 
services. Throughout our work, the core objective is to drive consumer benefits by 
facilitating the availability of wider choice, innovation and lower prices. As stated in 
the executive summary, quality of service matters as much as availability and is 
increasingly important for consumers. We spotlight our work on this issue below. 

Spotlight: quality of service 
As consumers become increasingly reliant on communications services to manage their 
personal and professional lives, quality of service is becoming increasingly important. For 
example, consumers rely on broadband connections to enable them to access the internet, 
and reliable parcel delivery services to deliver the goods that they order. Ofcom therefore 
monitors quality of service across the communications markets and investigates wherever 
we identify problems.   In general, our monitoring indicates that over time quality of service 
has improved across most parts of the UK and for most consumers. However, Ofcom 
recognises that there is still work to be done, particularly to ensure that, as far as possible, 
there is satisfactory quality of service for all consumers, wherever they are located and 
whatever their circumstances.  

Set out below are some areas where Ofcom is currently working to improve quality of service 
for consumers. These areas are discussed further in the main body of the report.  

Mobile voice quality report 
We published the Consumer experiences of mobile phone calls109 in August 2014, which 
examined the quality of voice services. We found that call completion success rates 
(CCSRs) have been broadly stable over the past two years across each network, and that all 
the networks were reporting national average respective CCSRs between 97.9% and 99%. 
However, CCSRs are lower in rural areas compared to urban areas and the same pattern 
was observed in each of the nations. 

Broadband speeds 
We continue to ensure that consumers have access to information on broadband speeds. 
One of Ofcom’s ongoing priorities in 2014/15 is to work to ensure that consumers have 
accurate information on the fixed and mobile speeds available when they choose a 
broadband supplier. We have continued to publish our research reports on fixed broadband 
speeds, the most recent of which showed that residential fixed broadband speeds continued 
to increase in the six months to May 2014.  We have just started to publish similar data on 
mobile broadband, which found that HTTP download speeds on 4G, as an average across 
all operators, were more than twice as fast as on 3G.  

We are currently undertaking a review of the Broadband Speeds Code of Practice, to ensure 
that its provisions remain appropriate for consumers’ needs in the fast-changing broadband 
market, and following consultation with stakeholders, we aim to publish a revised Code in 
spring 2015. 

Over the coming year we will continue our research into broadband quality of experience, 
and how different parts of the end-to–end internet delivery chain contribute to users’ 
perception of their broadband service. The initial findings from the proof-of-concept work last 
year were published alongside our Infrastructure Report 2014110. In 2015 we intend to 

109 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/telecoms-research/consumer-experiences-
mobile-phone-calls/report.pdf 
110 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/infrastructure/2014/infrastructure-14.pdf 
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conduct further tests to assess the accuracy and reliability of the predictions made by end-
to-end measurement approaches, which will help us develop our approach to evaluating 
fixed broadband performance in the future. 

Openreach quality of service targets 
Following Ofcom’s review of various fixed access markets in the UK, we introduced new 
regulation to ensure that Openreach maintains an appropriate level of performance in the 
repair and provisioning of telephone and broadband lines needed by consumers and 
businesses. Under the changes, the vast majority of phone and broadband faults should be 
repaired within two working days, while most customers wanting a new line should get an 
appointment within 12 working days. If Openreach fails to meet the new targets, it faces 
sanctions from Ofcom, which could include fines. Openreach is currently showing improved 
performance in these areas.  

Ofcom’s complaints data 
Ofcom has published complaints data since November 2006. The data illustrate the level 
and types of complaints received by Ofcom across all the communications markets.111 We 
have published reports detailing Ofcom telecommunications complaints data by provider 
since 2011. In June 2012 the scope of the report was expanded from telecoms only to 
include complaints relating to the provision of pay TV services.  

We believe that publishing our complaints data can be informative for consumers when 
seeking to compare providers, and useful to intermediaries such as consumer groups, 
journalists, and price comparison sites, all of which aim to advise consumers.  

Quality of customer service 
Since 2009, Ofcom has conducted research to quantify levels of customer satisfaction with 
the main communications providers in the UK (defined as those providers with a market 
share of 4% or more within a sector). This research enables Ofcom to monitor the customer 
service experience, understand whether it varies according to the type of issue being dealt 
with, and to evaluate changes over time, by market and by provider. 

The latest report, published in December 2014112, suggests that levels of consumer 
satisfaction have risen significantly since Ofcom began researching customer service 
performance in 2009, when satisfaction levels were as low as 58% for landline providers. 
Satisfaction levels now stand at between 67% for landline providers and 80% for pay-TV 
providers. This research is discussed further in Section 6.  

Quality of live subtitling 
Ofcom commenced measuring the quality of live subtitling in 2013, measuring the average 
speed of subtitling, the average latency of subtitling and the number and type of errors.  

In 2014 Ofcom published the first two of four reports on this work, and will publish the 
remaining two reports in 2015. Ofcom intends to continue work to deliver improved quality of 
service of live subtitling for consumers.   

Postal service targets 

111 Ofcom does not publish CCT data for complaints about postal services. However, all regulated 
postal operators, including Royal Mail, are required to publish annual complaints data. Additionally, 
Royal Mail is required to publish quarterly reports showing the amount of compensation paid: 
http://www.royalmailgroup.com/customers/quality-service/quality-service-reports  
112 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/quality-of-customer-service-annual-
reports/Quality_of_Customer_Service_2014_report.pdf  
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In 2013/14 Royal Mail significantly improved its performance against its target of delivering 
91.5% of First Class mail the next day in every relevant postcode area (PCA), 113 by 
achieving this target in 114 out of 118 PCAs, compared to 73 out of 118 in 2012/13.  Royal 
Mail performed poorly in 2012/13, following which Ofcom wrote to Royal Mail making clear 
that, if its performance in meeting the PCA target did not improve significantly, we would 
have to consider an investigation and possible enforcement action. Royal Mail met its 
national First and Second class targets, and the 91.5% target in 110 out of 118 PCAs, in the 
first half of 2014/15. 

4.50 The rest of this section outlines our progress in a number of areas in each of the 
communications markets. These involve our work on reviewing access services, 
postal regulation, competition in pay-TV, the affordability of essential services, 
landline pricing, and our work on SMEs.  

Fixed line  

4.51 In the fixed-line sector, regulation is focused on access and wholesale services. 
Access services are provided by Openreach, the wholesale access division of BT, 
which provides equivalent inputs to services provided in downstream markets by 
other divisions of BT, and other network and service providers114. Regulation of these 
markets facilitates competition and choice for consumers in downstream retail 
markets. Therefore, regulation in retail markets is focused in those areas where the 
market is not delivering completely for consumers, or particular groups of consumers. 
Our work on these areas is explained in Sections 3 and 5 and, in summary, includes 
reforming processes to remove barriers to switching, working to ensure that 
consumers have access to transparent, accurate and clear information to enable 
them to make effective choices, and working to broaden participation.  

Wholesale access services 

4.52 Ofcom has completed its review of various fixed access markets in the UK. The 
review covered the wholesale markets relating to the access connections used to 
provide telephone and broadband internet services (including superfast broadband) 
to residential and business consumers.115 The review was focused at the wholesale 
level, on the services purchased by communications providers like Sky, TalkTalk and 
BT Consumer, as this in turn will deliver strong, effective competition at the retail 
level. 

4.53 In June 2014, we published our conclusions, setting out the regulatory policies that 
aim to promote competition and investment, and which we believe will continue to 

113 Only three postcode areas in the whole of the UK are excluded from this target, because they 
include remote locations on Scottish islands which are more difficult to reach next day: HS (Outer 
Hebrides), KW (Kirkwall) and ZE (Lerwick). 
114  In 2005, BT offered, and Ofcom accepted, legally binding undertakings to deliver equality of 
access between itself and its competitors through the operation of two principles: i) operational 
separation (essentially the creation of Openreach) and ii) equivalence of inputs (essentially the 
requirement for BT to provide the same products to all providers on the same terms and conditions 
that it provides to itself (http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/telecoms/policy/bt-undertakings/).   
115 The markets reviewed were: wholesale local access (‘WLA’) – the physical connection between 
the home/business location and the telephone exchange supporting fixed line services such as voice 
calls and broadband internet access; wholesale fixed analogue exchange lines (‘WFAEL’) supporting 
standard analogue telephone services; and wholesale ISDN2 and ISDN 30 exchange lines supporting 
digital telephone services, primarily for business use.  We also reviewed various retail markets 
downstream of these wholesale markets. 
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deliver substantial benefits to consumers116. In particular, we maintained the local 
loop unbundling (LLU) and wholesale line rental (WLR) remedies, which require BT 
to provide access to its network that allows other communication providers to supply 
voice and broadband services to consumers. We also maintained the virtual 
unbundled local access (VULA) remedy, which allows other communication providers 
to provide fibre-based services, including superfast broadband, in a similar way.    

4.54 We set controls on the prices that Openreach, BT’s access division, can charge other 
communications providers for LLU and WLR services. This ensures that other 
communication providers are able to use LLU and WLR access products on 
competitive terms (thus enabling communication providers to set competitive retail 
prices for consumers). 

4.55 The review included a new area of regulation aimed at ensuring that Openreach 
maintains an appropriate level of performance in the repair and provisioning of 
access services needed by consumers and businesses. The new targets are 
designed to ensure better service for telephone and broadband customers in future. 
Under the changes, the vast majority of phone and broadband faults should be 
repaired within two working days, while most customers wanting a new line should 
get an appointment within 12 working days. If Openreach fails to meet the new 
targets, it faces possible sanctions from Ofcom, which could include fines.  

4.56 The review also committed Ofcom to reviewing the effectiveness of CPs’ 
compensation arrangements in the event of delayed fault repairs and installations of 
new services in the fixed-line market.  This work continues, and we hope to publish 
our conclusions in Q1 2015/16. 

4.57 In June 2014, we consulted on new requirements on BT on the VULA margin to 
promote competition in the growing market for superfast broadband customers. 
Superfast broadband forms a moderate but growing part of the overall broadband 
market, and we expect it to become more important over time. Ensuring effective 
retail competition in superfast broadband is important in maintaining the UK’s 
competitive retail broadband market, which benefits consumers.  

4.58 The proposed rules would mean that BT has to maintain a sufficient margin between 
its wholesale and retail superfast broadband prices to allow other communication 
providers to price their retail superfast broadband offerings competitively with BT’s 
own offerings.117  

Landline prices 

4.59 As discussed in the research section above, the price of fixed voice services has 
been rising over recent years. This trend runs alongside the increased take-up of 
bundled voice and broadband services, and hence discounting and other price 
promotions tend to be focussed on bundled packages, with comparatively little of this 
activity directed at voice-only landline customers. 

4.60 Nevertheless, choices and a range of tariff options are available to these customers, 
and there was some innovation in 2014 aimed at voice only landline consumers – for 

116 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/telecoms/ga-scheme/specific-conditions-entitlement/market-
power/fixed-access-market-reviews-2014/statement/  
117 Under our proposals, BT would still retain flexibility to set the wholesale price for VULA for 
providing access to its network. 
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example, BT introduced it’s new ‘homephone saver’ landline voice only package 
which offers line rental combined with a bundle of calls and features at a significant 
discount to other BT packages.  Competitively priced landline and calls packages are 
also available from other providers. 

4.61 It is important that consumers can take advantage of the choices they have by 
comparing prices and switching. However, our research shows that landline-only 
consumers (i.e. without fixed broadband) are less likely to switch providers. Also, 
they have a distinct demographic profile; they tend to be older (69% of them are aged 
65 or older, and 44% are aged 75+) and are less likely to work (82% not working). 
Half (51%) of voice only landline consumers are in socio-economic group DE, and 
53% of these consumers earn less than £20k a year. 

4.62 Ofcom’s consumer empowerment work is centrally focussed on consumer 
information and ability to switch. This is explained fully in Section 5. We are also 
concerned to ensure that landline voice only customers do not face particular 
difficulties finding good information and switching (for example, because they may 
not have internet access) or, where there are difficulties, that ways are made 
available to overcome these. Since these consumers are more likely than consumers 
of other services to be older and/or less well off, we are also working to minimise any 
particular disadvantages to these groups of consumers. 

4.63 This includes working on initiatives to improve availability and provision of information 
and advice on finding and switching to low cost communications services. To do this 
we are partnering with stakeholders like with the Department of Work and Pensions 
(DWP), Step Change and Citizen’s Advice who are able to disseminate information 
more easily than Ofcom can to particular groups of customers. At the same time we 
are reviewing Ofcom information and consumer advice on choosing and switching to 
see whether it can be improved, or variants created which are better suited to older 
and less well-off consumers. This is part of broader activity to investigate whether 
there are particular barriers to switching for consumers in these groups, and whether 
these can be overcome.  

Broadband  

Wholesale broadband access  

4.64 The wholesale broadband access (WBA) market sits between the retail broadband 
market, which relates to the products that consumers buy, and the wholesale local 
access (WLA) market, which relates to the access connection between the consumer 
and the network. The WBA market concerns the wholesale broadband products that 
communications providers provide for themselves and sell to each other. Competition 
in retail broadband services depends on effective competition in the WBA market, 
complemented by regulation where necessary. In June 2014 we published our 
conclusions on our latest review of the WBA market.118 

4.65 Levels of competition in WBA vary across the country. Since our last review in 2010, 
competition has spread further as CPs have continued to roll out their broadband 
networks, and areas with effective competition cover just under 90% of UK premises. 
In the rest of the country, covering approximately 10% of UK premises, we have 
imposed regulation, including controlling wholesale prices, to allow communications 

118 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/consultations/review-wba-markets/statement/  
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providers to access the wholesale products they need to be able to offer good value 
retail services to consumers.  

Mobile  

4.66 By March 2015 we plan to conclude a review of the market for wholesale mobile call 
termination services (MCT). MCT is the service necessary for a fixed or mobile 
operator to connect a caller with the intended recipient of a call on a mobile network. 
When fixed and mobile operators offer their customers the ability to call UK mobile 
numbers, they pay mobile CPs a wholesale charge to complete those calls. The rates 
that operators pay are called ‘mobile termination rates’ (MTRs).  

4.67 MTRs are currently regulated and capped to 0.845 pence per minute.119 The current 
charge control will, however, expire on 31 March 2015 and we are aiming to 
conclude the review by then in order to determine the appropriate regulatory 
approach for the period 1 April 2015 to 31 March 2018.  

4.68 On 4 June 2014 we published a consultation setting out our regulatory proposals in 
relation to MCT120, proposing to adopt a three-year charge control from 1 April 2015, 
whereby MTRs would be set with reference to the forecast long run incremental cost 
(LRIC) in each year of the charge control. This would lead to MTRs falling from 
today’s cap to 0.476ppm by 1 April 2017 (in 2012/13 prices). The major factors we 
identified as being behind this decline are: a) greater use of network sharing; b) 
decline in the cost of network equipment, as 3G technology becomes more 
established; and c) the deployment of more efficient technology, such as 4G and S-
RAN technology. 

Digital broadcasting 

Competition in pay TV  

4.69 Our work in pay TV aims to ensure ongoing fair and effective competition in the 
sector, so that consumers benefit from a wide choice of platforms and access to key 
content, and over the longer term, investment, leading to a range of innovative new 
services. 

4.70 In 2010, Ofcom completed a review of the pay-TV market.121 In order to ensure fair 
and effective competition, we imposed a wholesale must-offer (WMO) obligation on 
Sky, requiring it to offer Sky Sports 1 and 2 on a wholesale basis to other retailers. 
As part of our 2010 decision, we committed to reviewing this remedy.  

4.71 There have been a number of developments in the pay-TV sector since 2010, 
including the wider availability of key content for consumers through competing retail 
offerings and platforms. An increased presence of over-the-top (OTT) internet 
services (e.g. Netflix, Amazon Prime) and new devices also now provide consumers 
with additional means of accessing pay TV content. In addition, BT has acquired key 
sports rights, launched BT Sport in August 2013 and become a competitor to Sky as 
a vertically-integrated provider of sports channels and pay-TV services.  

119 See Ofcom regulated prices available at http://media.ofcom.org.uk/analysts/regulated-prices/  
120 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/consultations/mobile-call-termination-14/  
121 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/consultations/third_paytv/statement/ 

64 

                                                

http://media.ofcom.org.uk/analysts/regulated-prices/
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/consultations/mobile-call-termination-14/
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/consultations/third_paytv/statement/


The Consumer Experience of 2014: Telecoms, Internet, Digital Broadcasting and Post 

4.72 We are now reviewing whether the WMO continues to be appropriate for ensuring 
ongoing fair and effective competition in the pay-TV market, in the light of 
developments since 2010.  We published a consultation on the first phase of our 
review in December 2014.122 Following this, we plan to set out our conclusions, and 
where necessary consult further on any proposed remedies for ensuring fair and 
effective competition, during the course of 2015.   

Spectrum  

4.73 Spectrum is a valuable resource, and securing its optimal use is key to delivering 
significant benefits for UK citizens and consumers. In order to deliver optimal 
spectrum use, we rely on market mechanisms where possible, and effective, but take 
regulatory action where necessary.  

4.74 We consider that, in general, the optimal use of spectrum is most likely to be secured 
for society if spectrum is used efficiently, that is, it is used to produce the maximum 
benefit (or value) for society. We intend the benefits of efficient use to include those 
enjoyed by providers and consumers of services as well as the wider social benefits, 
or indirect benefits, of services provided using spectrum. 

4.75 In determining our approach, our objective is to maximise the benefits of competition 
and innovation in the provision of wireless services for UK consumers, citizens 
and the economy. We believe that, where appropriate, we should let the market 
decide how spectrum is used and by whom. In this way, we enable industry to 
provide services that consumers and citizens want and need, in the most cost-
effective way. But in some cases, more direct regulatory action is warranted to 
secure the optimal use of spectrum; for example, to safeguard competition, and 
hence consumer and citizen interests.   

4.76 Our market-led approach to spectrum management was articulated in the 2005 
Spectrum Framework Review123. Over the past nine years we have largely 
completed the work programme we set then. This has included a number of major 
initiatives, culminating in the completion of the digital switchover, the 4G auction of 
spectrum at 800MHz and 2.6GHz, and the liberalisation of mobile licences. 

4.77 In 2014 Ofcom published its Spectrum Management Strategy to consider the major 
priorities for our work in this area over the next ten years124. Looking forward, a 
number of important trends are emerging that could have a significant impact on 
spectrum use, including mobile broadband growth, the emergence of new uses such 
as machine-to-machine (M2M) communications, and increasingly sophisticated 
techniques for sharing spectrum.  

4.78 Over the next ten years we will continue to combine the use of market mechanisms 
with effective regulatory action where necessary. We intend to place growing 
emphasis on exploring new forms of spectrum sharing, and place increasing focus on 
understanding co-existence challenges associated with changes in spectrum use. 
We will also promote improvements in radio performance standards to reduce future 

122 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/consultations/wholesale-must-
offer/summary/consultation.pdf 
123 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/consultations/sfrip/sfrip/  
124 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/consultations/spectrum-management-
strategy/statement/statement.pdf  
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coexistence problems, and we intend to increase the quantity and quality of our 
published information on spectrum use.  

4.79 Our work in relation to spectrum issues in 2014 is addressed in more detail in Section 
2 above. 

Post 

4.80 Royal Mail is currently the only operator capable of providing the universal postal 
service in the UK and this is likely to remain the case for the foreseeable future. In 
October 2013, Royal Mail was privatised (although the Government still holds a stake 
of around 30%).  

4.81 Under the Postal Services Act 2011, Ofcom must carry out its functions in relation to 
postal services in a way that we consider will secure the provision of a universal 
postal service. In carrying out this duty we must also have regard to the need for the 
provision of the universal service to become efficient within a reasonable period, and 
to remain efficient, and for the universal service to be financially sustainable.125 

The regulatory framework for post 

4.82 The current regulatory framework for the postal sector was established in March 
2012.126 This framework gave Royal Mail greater pricing and operational freedom so 
that it could return the universal service to financial sustainability, subject to certain 
safeguards. These safeguards included a cap on the price of Second Class stamps 
(up to 2kg), and an effective monitoring regime to track Royal Mail’s performance and 
competition.  

4.83 In November 2014 we published our second annual monitoring update127  since the 
introduction of the regulatory framework in March 2012. This report covered the 
second year of the regulatory framework (i.e. April 2013 to March 2014). It focused 
on four key areas that we considered, in March 2012, would form the basis of our 
monitoring regime:  

• the financial performance of the universal service; 

• Royal Mail’s rate of efficiency improvement; 

• customers and consumers; and 

• business customers and competition. 

4.84 Overall, compared to its performance in the previous year, Royal Mail showed 
progress with respect to its key metrics. Its EBIT margin128 increased from 3.0% to 

125 The PSA 2011 defines financially sustainable as “including the need for a reasonable commercial 
rate of return for any universal service provider on any expenditure incurred by it for the purpose of, or 
in connection with, the provision by it of a universal postal service.” 
126 Securing the Universal Postal Service, Decision on the new regulatory framework, 27 March 2012 
(seehttp://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/consultations/review-of-regulatory-conditions/statement/). 
127 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/post/monitoring-report-13-14/annual-monitoring-update-
postal-2013-14.pdf  
128 Earnings before interest and tax (EBIT) after transformation exceptional costs, expressed as a 
proportion of revenue and calculated using the cash pension rate. The EBIT margin for 2013-14 
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3.9% as the increase in revenue outweighed the increase in costs, and productivity 
continued gradually to increase (at the same rate as 2013). Royal Mail also 
significantly improved its quality of service target (although it narrowly missed its 
postcode area target), following a number of missed targets in 2012-13, which led to 
Ofcom writing to Royal Mail to underline our expectation that all necessary steps 
would be taken to ensure that it significantly improved its quality of service 
performance in 2013-14.We will continue to monitor the market and Royal Mail’s 
metrics closely so that we can better understand market developments and assess 
the effectiveness of the regulatory regime. 

Competition in the postal market  

4.85 There are two main forms of competition in the postal sector: access and end-to-end. 
Access competition is where the operator collects the mail from the sending 
customer and transports it to the inward mail centre, but then relies on Royal Mail’s 
network to deliver the item to the recipient. End-to-end competition is where 
operators collect, process and deliver the mail directly to the recipient, without using 
Royal Mail’s network. 

4.86 To date, access has been the main form of competition in the postal sector in the UK. 
Approximately 50% of mail is handled by operators other than Royal Mail (up from 
26% in 2008-09).129 However, access operators only earn about 2% of total market 
revenues, as the significant majority of cost (and therefore revenue) is in the delivery 
part of the Royal Mail network, and access operators have largely targeted high 
volume but low value business mailers. 

4.87 There has, however, been very little growth in end-to-end competition since the 
market was fully opened to competition in 2006. This is in contrast to other European 
countries where, to the extent that competition has developed, the main form has 
been end-to-end. In 2013-14, operators other than Royal Mail delivered 80 million 
letters, which equates to approximately 0.6% of the market. However, this represents 
an increase from 24 million items in 2012-13 (a 231% increase).130 

4.88 This increase in end-to-end competition has largely been due to Whistl (formerly TNT 
Post UK), which started trialling end-to-end delivery operations in West London in 
April 2012. It has since expanded its delivery operations into more areas of London, 
and now also delivers in Greater Manchester and Liverpool.  

4.89 Competition in the sector has the potential to have an impact on the  provision of 
universal service both positively, by encouraging efficiency and innovation, and 
negatively, if there is a significant reduction in universal service revenues. On an 
equivalent basis, end-to-end competition has a significantly higher impact than 
access competition on the universal service, as Royal Mail retains 90% of total 
access revenues.  

4.90 In June 2014, Royal Mail made a detailed submission to Ofcom in which it argued 
that end-to-end competition from Whistl posed a serious threat to its ability to provide 
the universal service. Following this submission, we published a review of end-to-end 

would have been higher (circa 5%) if it were not for the management re-organisation costs announced 
in March 2014. 
129 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/post/monitoring-report-13-14/annual-monitoring-update-
postal-2013-14.pdf. 
130 Ibid. 
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competition in the postal sector in December 2014, in which we concluded that Royal 
Mail’s ability to provide the universal service, in a financially sustainable way, is not 
currently threatened by end-to-end competition.131 However, we will continue to 
monitor the impact of end-to-end competition, and we are also undertaking a broader 
review of the key factors that affect the future financial position of the universal 
service, such as developments in the parcels market and Royal Mail’s progress on 
improving its efficiency. Alongside this statement on end-to-end competition, we have 
published a consultation on proposals for a number of changes to the regulation of 
Royal Mail’s access pricing.132 

Affordability of communications services 

Our programme of work 

4.91 We set out our work programme on affordability issues in our July 2014 report133, and 
the conclusions of our affordability research are discussed earlier in this section. An 
update on this work follows.   

Essential services 

4.92 Our research highlighted that the services now seen as essential by consumers 
reflect changes in the way consumers communicate with each other, made possible 
by the increasing availability of new technology. These findings are potentially 
relevant to policy makers who want to ensure that the most important services are as 
available and widely as possible, and reflect discussions in Europe on the scope of 
the universal service.  

4.93 We will continue to share our findings with the Government, European institutions 
and other interested stakeholders. We will also continue to monitor the use of public 
call boxes and other universal services134, and will report our findings in the 
Consumer Experience Research Report.  

4.94 Affordability 

4.95 As noted above, although we found that most consumers are unlikely to face 
affordability issues, we found some cases where some consumers, in particular 
those on low incomes, were facing debt or were excluded from using services 
because of their cost.  

4.96 In addition to our workstrand on debt, described below, we have continued our work 
on affordability in several areas.  

4.97 We want to try and improve awareness of the most affordable deals, and to help 
consumers switch when they want to. This will include examining whether there are 
particular barriers to switching for low-income consumers, as part of our switching 
survey next year. We will continue to engage with consumer stakeholders and 
intermediary organisations such as Citizens Advice and Stepchange, to explore how 
to target relevant consumer information at low-income consumers and citizens, and 
plan to publish a telecoms debt guide alongside Stepchange’s ‘debt awareness 

131 See http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/post/end-to-end-statement/.  
132 See http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/consultations/rm-access-pricing/. 
133 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-research/other/cross-media/affordability/ 
134 See section 7 of the Consumer Experience Research Report. 
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week’ in January 2015. In December 2014, the All-Party Parliamentary Inquiry into 
Hunger in the United Kingdom recommended that Ofcom should improve its targeting 
of relevant information to social security benefit claimants, in order to aid their 
searches for work.135 We have shared with the Department of Work and Pensions 
our guides on managing costs and debt, so that they can be provided to claimants as 
appropriate. 

4.98 We said in our July 2014 report that we would explore with industry its engagement 
with low-income consumers. We welcomed BT’s move to make a basic broadband 
service available; this is BT Basic, BT’s social tariff. In addition, in the Consumer 
Experience Research Report, we published the results of our mystery shopping 
research, which explores whether the information sought by CPs from their 
customers, and the advice provided, enabled CPs to take into account customers’ 
potential affordability issues.  

4.99 The mystery shopping research involved mystery shoppers presenting themselves to 
the CPs’ advisors as looking for a new contract, and using a number of scenarios 
depending on the objective of the mystery shop.136 To find out whether CPs asked 
appropriate questions, shoppers were given a loose scenario of finding ’what was 
best for them’. To see whether MNOs give advice appropriate for those with potential 
affordability issues, mystery shoppers used a range of scenarios under which their 
income might decrease e.g. potential redundancy. To see whether BT and KCOM 
gave information about social tariffs, mystery shoppers looked for a fixed-line 
contract and mentioned they were in receipt of one of a number of benefits that 
would make them eligible for the social tariffs.137   

4.100 Overall, the mystery shopping findings showed that:  

• Within the research, the CPs always asked at least one question of the mystery 
shoppers to ascertain their needs and be able to offer an appropriate package, 
and in at least two out of three mystery shops on the telephone and in-store,138 
the sales agents asked three or more questions which would help them give 
appropriate advice to shoppers. 

• In nearly all the telephone and in-store mystery shopping, where the mystery 
shopper posed as someone whose financial circumstances were likely to change 
or someone who might face financial uncertainty, mobile network operators 
(MNOs) provided information or advice that could be seen as ‘appropriate 
advice’, taking into account consumers’ potential affordability issues. Appropriate 
information was provided in at least eight in ten contacts through online advice. 
The sales agents tended to asked questions to make sure that the package 
offered was suitable, and gave a wide range of advice, such as suggesting SIM-
only deals.  

• When mystery shoppers presented themselves to the universal service providers 
(BT and KCOM) as someone in receipt of benefits, appropriate information was 

135 https://foodpovertyinquiry.files.wordpress.com/2014/12/food-poverty-feeding-britain-final.pdf  
136 The communications providers researched were, for fixed line: BT, Sky, Virgin Media, Talk-Talk 
and KCOM; for mobile operators: EE, O2, Vodafone, Three; for mobile retailers: Phones4U, 
Carphone Warehouse. 
137 More information about the methodology can be found in the Consumer Experience Research 
Report 2014, and at http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-research/other/cross-
media/affordability/  
138 There was no online mystery shopping for these scenarios. 

69 

                                                

https://foodpovertyinquiry.files.wordpress.com/2014/12/food-poverty-feeding-britain-final.pdf
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-research/other/cross-media/affordability/
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-research/other/cross-media/affordability/


The Consumer Experience of 2014: Telecoms, Internet, Digital Broadcasting and Post 

nearly always provided over the telephone by BT and KCOM on affordability and 
low costs. However, information specifically on the social tariffs from BT and 
KCOM was provided spontaneously on the telephone only in around half (for BT) 
or two-fifths (for KCOM) of cases. When shoppers prompted the advisor about 
social tariffs specifically, the proportion of mystery shops that provided 
information over the phone about BT Basic or KCOM Social increased to 78% for 
BT and 70% for KCOM.  

4.101 We were concerned that some consumers facing affordability issues might be 
entering into communications contracts that are not appropriate for them. The 
findings of the research are reassuring, in particular in relation to the provision of 
information and advice from MNOs, as generally sales agents appear to seek to 
ascertain customers’ needs. 

4.102 The results of the information given on social tariffs were more disappointing. While 
we recognise that there may be many factors reasons for this, including the fact that 
the social tariff package may not be the most appropriate for the specific consumer 
(e.g. consumers with moderate or heavy use), we would expect most advisers to be 
able to give some information on BT Basic and KCOM’s social access package when 
prompted. We have discussed these findings with BT and KCOM, and as a result we 
expect provision of information on the social tariffs to improve. BT is considering 
refresher training and KCOM is reviewing its briefing material for its agents. BT 
highlighted to us the additional initiatives it will undertake on an ongoing basis to 
promote awareness of BT Basic and to help customers with a limited budget take 
advantage of the appropriate BT service. These include engaging with vulnerable 
users through newsletters to health and social care professionals, via its website and 
leaflets, and through face-to-face contact at its ‘Try Before You Buy’ centres139 and 
attendance at major exhibitions targeted at older people or those with disabilities.  

4.103 As we indicated in our July 2014 report, we have developed further indicators to 
monitor affordability and to track the prevalence of debt and cost as a barrier to 
participation, and these are reported in the Consumer Experience Research Report.  

4.104 The results are broadly consistent with the findings of our 2014 research on 
affordability, which showed that most consumers are unlikely to face affordability 
issues, while a small minority experience issues such as debt or a negative impact 
from not having a communications service because of cost. In summary: 

• eighty-four per cent of adults with financial responsibility said they did not have 
any difficulties paying for one or more communications service in the last year;  

• two per cent of UK adults said they have been in some communications debt in 
the past year; 

• including those with communications debt, 3% of the UK adult population faced 
some affordability issues (those in debt, or who said they had taken a loan or sold 
items as a way to afford communications services as part of their monthly 
spending); and 

139 BT has set up a network of over 200 Try Before You Buy centres with organisations supporting 
independent living or within organisations helping people with particular impairments.  Here, people 
can handle products and get advice on the best product for them in a non-sales environment with the 
expertise of professionals.  The portfolio of social telephony products and services (including BT 
Basic) literature is available in these centres. 
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• four per cent of those responsible for communications said that they did not have 
a service ’because of cost’ and this had a negative impact on them.  This equates 
to 3% of UK adults surveyed. 

4.105 Our research shows that affordability issues can be seen in the context of 
consumers’ overall financial circumstances, and that one of the coping mechanisms 
used by low-income participants included trading off some commodities against 
others. This suggests that a joined-up approach to the affordability of regulated 
services, as part of the UK Regulators’ Network (UKRN),140 may be particularly 
relevant. We have played an active part in the UKRN’s project on understanding 
affordability across sectors, which plans to report early in 2015. We will continue to 
work with other regulators as part of the UKRN’s affordability project, in particular to 
consider where strategies for addressing vulnerability can be aligned across 
regulators; whether we should develop a more common approach to certain 
affordability indicators, e.g. publish a joint debt guide.  

4.106 As we mentioned in our July 2014 report, we will continue to: monitor the evolution of 
pay-as-you-go tariffs in the mobile market; monitor CPs’ compliance with the 
payment surcharge regulations;141 and continue our research on digital participation 
and media literacy. 

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) 

Spotlight: Ofcom’s SME Plan 
Small business consumers are a critical part of the UK economy. Many small businesses 
rely on residential consumer contracts to supply their communications services and are 
protected under some of Ofcom’s General Conditions. Ofcom wants to ensure that they can 
take advantage of competition and innovation in the communications market wherever 
possible and receive regulatory protection where necessary. Large businesses are often 
able to secure good outcomes by virtue of their scale, and a highly competitive market to 
supply services to them. Ofcom is concerned about whether or not similarly good outcomes 
can be achieved by SMEs, particularly smaller businesses. 

As part of Ofcom’s SME Plan, we are undertaking a range of work to ensure that the market 
is delivering for small businesses. Our wider work programme for SMEs includes: 

• A new study, to consider the needs and market outcomes for SMEs holistically, 
including fixed and mobile voice, and data services: This will complement 
Ofcom’s market reviews of communications services, notably the Business 
Connectivity Market Review (BCMR) and the Fixed Access Market Review 
(FAMR).142 The purpose of this  study is to enable us to better understand any SME-
specific issues in the sectors we regulate, and identify policy options that could 
deliver improved experiences for SMEs. 

• Parallel work to assess the extent to which SMEs have what they need to 
engage effectively in the communications market:  This will consider whether 
SMEs are able to make efficient choices in the market, switch without undue barriers 

140 http://www.ukrn.org.uk/  
141 These are designed to ensure that payment surcharges (which may be applied where customers 
pay by means other than direct debit) do not cover more than the costs the CP incurs in processing 
payments 
142 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/consultations/bcmr-passives/ and 
http://media.ofcom.org.uk/news/2014/famr-statement/  
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and be able to resolve issues or seek redress when things go wrong, as well as 
whether adequate protection is in place for SMEs.  

• A business web portal offering advice and support specifically for 
businesses: 143 The site includes advice specifically tailored for businesses on 
choosing or switching to a new provider, as well as information on navigating and 
negotiating contracts, and resolving complaints with a provider. It sets out the rules 
communications providers must follow when dealing with business customers, 
offering advice on landline telephone, broadband, mobile and postal services. 

• Working with Ofcom’s Advisory Committees in the Nations to understand the 
experiences of small businesses throughout the UK, including urban centres 
and less densely populated areas:   This will help shape future policies to support 
small businesses at local and regional levels. 

• Reporting through the 2014 Infrastructure Report on UK infrastructure 
development, including the availability of superfast broadband to SME 
business addresses. 

• Researching SMEs’ experiences – our work to help SMEs is underpinned by 
extensive research144:  We have published findings from a survey of 1,500 SMEs. 
This looks at satisfaction of communication services among SMEs; awareness of 
new technology and different suppliers; data on switching and complaints; and the 
prevalence of problems experienced by businesses. 

The research found that more than eight in ten SMEs (83%) felt that communication services 
were fundamental to their business. It also showed that, generally, SMEs have a positive 
experience of the communications market. The majority of SMEs (85%) said they were well 
served overall by the communications market, and levels of satisfaction with 
communications services were generally high.145 But, the research also indicates some 
potential problems experienced by SMEs, particularly in terms of the provision and reliability 
of some of their communications services.  

To explore these issues further, Ofcom issued a Call for Inputs in November 2014 asking 
SMEs and communications providers to give their views on current levels of availability, 
choice and quality of communications services for SMEs.146 This evidence will help Ofcom to 
further identify whether SMEs face particular difficulties in benefiting from communications 
services which meet their needs, and will help us develop policies to address these where 
appropriate. Subject to responses, Ofcom plans to outline any next steps in spring 2015.  

 

 
 

143 www.ofcom.org.uk/adviceforbusinesses 
144 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/telecoms-
research/sme/sme_research_report.pdf  
145 93% for fibre broadband, 90% for smartphones, 88% for standard landlines, 87% for cable 
broadband, and 85% for standard mobile phones. SMEs’ satisfaction with ADSL broadband, however, 
was lower than for other services (77%) 
146 CFI http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/consultations/smes-cfi/  
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Section 5 

5 Consumer interest and activity 
Introduction  

5.1 The benefits to consumers in the competitive communications markets tend to be 
driven by the extent to which they are interested in, and actively engage with, those 
markets. Interest and active engagement may involve consumers: 

• knowing what services, providers and technologies are available; 

• being able to compare the price and quality of services; and 

• being able to switch providers easily and safely. 

5.2 In this section we consider: the level of consumer interest and activity in the 
communications and postal markets; switching suppliers; satisfaction with services; 
awareness of information sources, and ease of making cost comparisons. We also 
outline our specific work in this area. 

Ofcom research 

Consumer participation in communication markets147 

5.3 Our research measures participation in the communications market by taking into 
account the wide range of ways in which a consumer can participate, including: 
switching suppliers, negotiating with current suppliers, staying informed, and being 
aware of changes in the markets. In addition to the standard demographic analysis 
we consider consumers according to their degree of ‘participation’ (which considers 
both past and present behaviour), as set out below148: 

• Inactive consumers – who may have had some past involvement, but have low 
interest in the market. This group does not keep up to date with the market.  

• Passive consumers – more likely than inactive consumers to have participated 
in the past, and indicating some current interest in the market. 

• Interested consumers – broadly similar to passive consumers in terms of their 
past behaviour, but more likely to keep an eye on the market, looking out for 
better deals.  

• Engaged consumers – the most active group in terms of past behaviour and 
current interest. 
 

5.4 At a total market level, over the past 12 months there have been small but significant 
falls in engagement in all markets; down by four percentage points in each of the 
fixed-line, mobile, broadband and digital TV markets. Engagement levels stand at 
just over one in ten in each of the fixed-line (13%), fixed broadband (14%) and 

147 All data exclude consumers who switched service provider(s) as part of moving house. See the 
Consumer Experience Research Report for details. 
148 Further details on the participation index can be found in Annex 3 of the Consumer Experience 
Research Report. 
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mobile (16%) markets, but remain lower at just under one in ten (8%) in the digital TV 
market. 

Figure 25 Trend in levels of participation, by total market 

 

Source: Ofcom decision-making survey carried out by Saville Rossiter-Base in July to August 2012, 
2013 and 2014 
Base: All adults aged 16+ who are the decision-maker for fixed line (whole market, 1636 2012, 1596 
2013, 1736 2014), mobile (whole market, 1714 2012, 1718 2013, 1679 2014), broadband (whole 
market, 1341 2012, 1291 2013, 1464 2014), digital TV (whole market, 1483 2012, 1592 2013, 1723 
2014) 
    Indicates significant decrease,   indicates significant increase, dotted arrow represents change at 
the 95% confidence level. See Consumer Experience Research Report (Figure 150).  

5.5 Further trend data can be found in previous Consumer Experience reports, although 
a change in methodology introduced in 2012 means that results earlier than this are 
not directly comparable with later results. As such, the charts on participation in this 
report (and the Consumer Experience Research Report) show the trend between 
2012, 2013 and 2014 only.  

5.6 Just over three in five (61%) consumers purchase communications services as part 
of a bundle. The most popular bundles are fixed-line and fixed broadband services. 
In fact, the majority of consumers in the fixed-line (69%) and fixed broadband 
markets (76%) purchase these services as part of a bundle.  

5.7 Levels of ‘engagement’ and ‘interest’ stand at 50% and 55% respectively among 
bundle purchasers (bundlers) in the fixed-line and fixed broadband markets. This 
compares to levels of 44% and 48% respectively among standalone purchasers in 
these markets. As shown below, the most notable changes in levels of engagement 
were in the digital TV bundle market and the fixed-line standalone market 
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Figure 26 Trend in participation, by purchasing behaviour 

 

Source: Ofcom decision-making survey carried out by Saville Rossiter-Base in July to August 2013 
and 2014 
Base: All adults aged 16+ who are the decision-maker for fixed line (single purchase, 518 2013, 409 
2014) (service in bundle, 1078 2013, 1327 2014), mobile (single purchase, 1609 2013, 1614 2014) 
(service in bundle, 109 2013, *65 2014), broadband (single purchase, 222 2013, 149 2014) (service in 
bundle, 1069 2013, 1313 2014), digital TV (single purchase, 1104 2013, 1088 2014) (service in 
bundle, 488 2013, 635 2014). *Caution: Low base, treat as indicative only. See Consumer Experience 
Research Report (Figure 155). 

5.8 In the digital TV market the decline in engagement is driven by bundlers only. 
Engagement levels in this market have declined by nine percentage points since 
2013 (from 20% to 11%). In 2013 purchasing in the digital TV market was polarised, 
with 49% purchasing it as part of a bundle; this year there are indications of an 
increase in bundling in this market, with 53% purchasing it as part of a bundle.      

5.9 In the fixed-line market there is continuing decline in engagement among both 
standalone and bundle purchasers. In the standalone market, engagement has 
dropped by six percentage points (from 13% to 7%) and in the bundled market 
engagement has dropped by four percentage points (from 18% to 14%). Bundling in 
this market continues to increase (from 65% of fixed-line purchasers in 2013 to 69% 
in 2014) and those remaining on standalone products are less engaged than those in 
the bundled market.  

5.10 The mobile market remains a personal communications market’ with the vast majority 
(95%) of consumers continuing to purchase mobile communications as a standalone 
service. There is relatively little bundling in this market and, as such, purchasing 
behaviour has relatively little impact on engagement levels. In the standalone market 
levels of engagement have dropped by four percentage points (from 20% in 2013 to 
16% in 2014).  

5.11 In the fixed broadband market there has been a decline in engagement in bundlers 
only (a fall of four percentage points from 19% in 2013 to 15% in 2014) - the levels of 
engagement among standalone consumers remains stable (the apparent decline is 
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not statistically significant). This market is dominated by bundlers, with 76% of fixed 
broadband consumers purchasing broadband as part of a bundle (this is stable since 
2013 at 74%) and the decline in engagement in the total market is due to the decline 
in engagement by bundlers.  

Switching149 

5.12 One in eight (13%) consumers across the communications markets switched at least 
one service in the past 12 months, and around one-third (29%) of these said they 
switched at least two services simultaneously. The proportion switching at least one 
service in the past 12 months has declined since 2013 (from 20% to 13%), but there 
has been no significant change in the proportion of switchers who switched multiple 
services since 2013. Overall, switching levels (those that have switched in the past 
12 months) have declined and are now at the lowest reported level for most markets. 
The largest decline is in the mobile market, down four percentage points since 2013 
(11% in 2013 vs. 7% in 2014). Switching in the fixed-line and fixed broadband 
markets each dropped by three percentage points since 2013 (from 9% in 2013 to 
6% in 2014). The total level of switching of the main TV provider remains lower at 
2%, but is unchanged since 2013 (3%).  

Figure 27 Switching in communications markets in the past 12 months, year-on-
year comparison 

 
 
Source: Ofcom decision-making survey carried out by Saville Rossiter-Base in July to August 2014 
Base: All adults aged 16+ who are the decision-maker for fixed line (2014, 1736) mobile (2014, 1679), 
broadband (2014, 1464), digital TV (2014, 1723). See Consumer Experience Research Report 
(Figure 157). 
 

5.13 Switching among all bundlers stands at one in ten (9%). This is a significant 
decrease from the 14% of switching among bundlers in 2013 and 2012, but is not 
significantly different to switching levels reported between 2009 and 2010 (around 
one in ten for both years). Switching was at its highest among bundlers in 2008 
(24%) when there was significant growth in triple-play bundling150. 

149 All data exclude consumers who have switched due to moving house. See the Consumer 
Experience Research Report for details. 
150 In 2008 32% of bundlers took a triple-play package, rising from 18% in 2007.  

9 9 10

4
8 9

7
3

10 9 9

3

9
11

9

3
6 7 6

2

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

Fixed line Mobile Fixed broadband TV

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

76 

                                                



The Consumer Experience of 2014: Telecoms, Internet, Digital Broadcasting and Post 

Cost and poor service are the main stated reasons for switching 

5.14 Consumers cite three main reasons for switching, which are consistent across all 
markets: (a) reviewing their finances; (b) poor service from a provider; and (c) 
advertisements for a better deal.  

5.15 In the fixed-line market and digital TV market the main reason to start looking for a 
new provider (among switchers) was ‘reviewing finances’; 50% of switchers in the 
digital TV market and 41% in the fixed-line market stated this as a reason.  

5.16 In the fixed broadband market the main reason to start looking for a new provider 
was poor service from the current provider (34%), followed by reviewing finances 
(28%) and then ‘advertisement for a better deal’ (20%).  

5.17 In the mobile market, ‘advertisement for a better deal’ (32%) was the main reason to 
start looking for a new provider; this was followed by ‘poor service from a provider’ 
(30%) and then ‘reviewing finances’ (20%).  

Figure 28 What prompted switchers to start looking for a new provider, by market 

 

Source: Ofcom decision-making survey carried out by Saville Rossiter-Base in July to August 2014 
Base: All adults aged 16+ who switched provider in the last 12 months for fixed-line (*96), mobile 
(108), fixed broadband (*80), digital TV (*32) *Caution: Low base, treat as indicative only 
QL9c – What prompted you to start looking for a new provider for your home landline service, or 
consider looking for a new provider? UNPROMPTED. See Consumer Experience Research Report 
(Figure 162). 

Ease of switching communications provider 

5.18 The majority of switchers (between 80% and 92%) considered it very, or fairly, easy 
to switch provider. But for some switchers (between 5% and 20%) changing provider 
was something they considered ‘difficult’. Stated difficulty varied by market.  

5.19 In 2014, the digital TV market reported the highest levels of stated difficulty in 
switching (14% in the total market, 20% in the standalone market). In 2013, the fixed 
broadband market reported the highest levels of stated difficulty in switching, at 13%. 
Stated difficulty in the digital TV market is broadly consistent regardless of 
purchasing behaviour, or whether additional services are switched at the same time. 

10

4

2

9

15

29

50

9

1

8

7

20

34

28

9

2

10

16

10

32

30

20

1

7

8

18

33

41

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Other

Moving home

Friend/ family had a better deal

End of contract period

Wanted to add more services

Advertisement for a better deal

Poor service from provider

Reviewing finances *Fixed

Mobile

*Broadband

*Digital TV

77 



The Consumer Experience of 2014: Telecoms, Internet, Digital Broadcasting and Post 

In the fixed voice market difficulty rises to 14% when this service is switched 
alongside other services – most commonly fixed broadband.  

Figure 29 Consumer opinions about ease of switching supplier, by purchasing 
behaviour, among those who have ever switched 

 

Source: Ofcom decision-making survey carried out by Saville Rossiter-Base in July to August 2014  
Base: All adults aged 16+ who are the decision-maker and have ever switched provider for fixed line 
(2014, 667), mobile (2014, 701), broadband (2014, 477), digital TV (2014, 243). 
*Too few interviews were conducted with mobile bundle consumers who have switched, broadband 
standalone consumers who have switched, and mobile and digital TV consumers who switched 
multiple services at the same time. See Consumer Experience Research Report (Figure 166). 

Satisfaction is increasingly mentioned as the main reason for not switching 

5.20 Between 6-7% of consumers in each market except the TV market (lower, at 2%) 
have switched provider in the past 12 months. Consistent proportions (2-4%) of 
consumers across all markets say they are ‘actively looking for an alternative 
provider’. However, a higher proportion (4-5%) said they had started looking but did 
not switch.   

5.21 The mention of ‘terms and conditions’ as a reason for not switching, among 
considerers,151 is highest in the mobile market (39%, up 16 percentage points since 
2013). The proportion of considerers in the broadband and fixed-line markets 
mentioning ‘terms and conditions’ has also increased, to 23% and 16% respectively. 
This may be attributable to fixed-line and broadband contracts typically being 
purchased as a bundle.  

151 Considerers (within each market) are those who have considered switching provider in the 12 
months prior to interview but have not done so, and are not currently ‘actively looking to change 
provider’. 
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Figure 30 Reasons for considering, but not switching, provider 

 

Source: Ofcom decision-making survey carried out by Saville Rossiter-Base in July to August 2014 
Base: All adults aged 16+ who are the decision maker for each service who have considered 
switching but did not switch (fixed line, 130) (mobile, 119) (broadband, 129) (digital TV, 106). See 
Consumer Experience Research Report (Figure 165).  

5.22 In the broadband market, hassle, or at least ‘perceived hassle’ is the main reason 
why considerers are not switching (28%). Hassle is the third most-cited factor for 
considerers in the fixed-line market (22%) but the number of considerers stating this 
as a reason for not switching is lower in both the mobile (13%) and digital TV (12%) 
markets. 

5.23 In the fixed-line market satisfaction with the current provider (30%) continues to be 
the most mentioned reason for not switching provider, among those who have 
considered doing so. The mention of satisfaction stands at 24% in the digital TV 
market and 22% in the fixed broadband market. There has been a large decrease in 
the number of considerers in the mobile market stating satisfaction as a reason for 
not switching (from 31% in 2013 to 12% in 2014).  

Satisfaction with communication services and providers 

5.24 The majority of customers in each communications market remain satisfied with their 
services overall, with dissatisfaction at between 4% and 9% across markets - highest 
in the fixed broadband market. Just over one in ten (12%) fixed broadband 
customers said they had had cause to complain about their fixed broadband service 
in the past 12 months, which is higher than reported in each of the other 
communications markets. 

5.25 Levels of overall satisfaction have remained fairly consistent between 2012 and 2014 
across each of the communications markets, with some increases in the number of 
very satisfied consumers in the fixed-line, digital TV and bundle markets over time 
period.  

4

13

36

12

24

3

23

21

28

22

5

39

34

13

12

1

16

28

22

30

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Service availability

Terms & conditions

No cost benefit

Hassle

Satisfied with provider Fixed

Mobile

Broadband

TV

(+1)
(-19)

(-6)
(+6)

(-2)
(-10)

(+2)
(-9)

(-4)
(+9)

(-7)
(+8)

(+5)
(+16)

(+8)
(-6)

(-3)
(+1)

(+/-0)
(-2)

79 



The Consumer Experience of 2014: Telecoms, Internet, Digital Broadcasting and Post 

Figure 31 Satisfaction with overall services from communications supplier, total 
market: 2012-2014 

 

Source: Ofcom decision-making survey carried out by Saville Rossiter-Base in July to August 2012, 
2013 and 2014 
Base: All adults aged 16+ who are the decision-maker and express an opinion on fixed line (2012, 
1622) (2013,1576) (2014, 1731), mobile (2012, 1704) (2013,1702) (2014, 1669), fixed broadband 
(2012, 1333) (2013,1283) (2014, 1460), digital TV (2012, 1481) (2013,1584) (2014, 1715) any 
bundlers (2012, 654) (2013, 1119) (2014, 1371). ‘Don’t know’ responses have been excluded from 
the base. See Consumer Experience Research Report (Figure 173). 

5.26 Since 2012 the only significant change in satisfaction levels has been with value for 
money among bundlers, where dissatisfaction now stands at 12%, up from the levels 
reported in 2012 (8%) and 2011 (8%).  

5.27 Dissatisfaction with value for money among bundlers is higher for those in the AB 
and C1 socio-economic groups (14% and 15% respectively) than for those in the C2 
or DE socio-economic groups (10% and 7% respectively). The only socio-economic 
group for which there has been a change since 2013 is the DE group, where 
dissatisfaction among bundlers has decreased by six percentage points (from 13% in 
2013 to 7% in 2014).  

5.28 Those in rural locations are more likely than those in urban locations to be 
dissatisfied with the value for money of their bundled service (11% vs. 18%). 
Consumers in rural areas are also more likely than those in urban areas to be 
dissatisfied with the reliability of mobile (23% vs. 14%) and fixed broadband (16% vs. 
10%) services.   

Satisfaction with fixed broadband speeds 

5.29 As stated in Section 2, Ofcom research found that the speed of fixed broadband 
services has increased. We found that in May 2014 the average actual download 
speed was 18.7Mbit/s, a four percentage point increase on the average recorded six 
months previously in November 2013. 
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5.30 Almost half (48%) of fixed broadband customers who expressed an opinion said they 
were very satisfied with the speed of their broadband service, up from two in five in 
2013, and in total 80% were satisfied. However, fixed broadband customers living in 
rural areas were twice as dissatisfied as those living in urban areas with the speed of 
their service while online (32% vs. 16%).  

Figure 32 Satisfaction with speed of fixed broadband service: 2012-2014 

 

Source: Ofcom decision-making survey carried out by Saville Rossiter-Base in July to August 2012-
2014 
Base: All adults aged 16+ who are the fixed broadband decision-maker who expressed an opinion 
(2012, 1318) (2013, 1254) (2014, 1449).  
Note: ‘Don’t know’ responses have been excluded from the base. See Consumer Experience 
Research Report (Figure 178). 

Satisfaction with postal services 

5.31 Almost nine in ten (87%) of all residential consumers were satisfied with the postal 
service as a whole. Those aged over 75 were most likely to say they were ‘very 
satisfied’ with the service (53% compared to 41% overall). 
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Figure 33 Overall satisfaction with the postal service, by age and gender 

 

Source: Ofcom post tracker survey Q3 2013-Q2 2014 
Base: All adults 16+ (4853) 
QE2. Thinking about your experience of using the postal service to send and receive mail, how would 
you rate your overall satisfaction with the postal service? See Consumer Experience Research Report 
(Figure 179). 

5.32 Overall, 68% of consumers said they were satisfied with the postal service in terms of 
value for money, highest among those aged 75+, at 72%152.  

5.33 Satisfaction levels are significantly higher among participants in remote rural 
locations (74% remote rural vs. 68% total). Consumers in Scotland are significantly 
less satisfied than those in other nations with the postal service in terms of value for 
money, with 57% satisfied, compared to 70% in Northern Ireland, 68% in Wales and 
68% in England 

152 See Figure 182 in the Consumer Experience Research Report. 
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Figure 34 Satisfaction with the postal service: value for money, by nation and 
location 

 

Source: Ofcom post tracker survey. Q3 2013-Q2 2014 
Base: All adults 16+ (4853) 
QE4. How satisfied are you overall with the postal service in terms of value for money of sending 
mail? See Consumer Experience Research Report (Figure 183). 

5.34 When asked about the value for money of First and Second Class stamps, just over 
half of consumers (54%) considered that First Class stamps offered good value for 
money, while 46% considered that Second Class stamps were good value153. The 
perceived value for money, for both First and Second Class stamps, declined with 
age. 

Trusted sources of consumer information154 

5.35 A variety of sources of information about communications services are available to 
consumers.  

5.36 Over 90% could name at least one source of trusted information on aspects of the 
mobile (92%), broadband (93%) and bundle markets (92%) – broadly unchanged 
since 2012. The proportion able to cite at least one source of information on the 
fixed-line market was lower than in each of these markets, at 84%, with no significant 
change in awareness since 2013 (86%). Awareness of information on ways of 
receiving multichannel TV, and the packages and providers available, stood at 88%.  

5.37 However, awareness of trusted sources of information falls dramatically among older 
consumers in each of these markets. The proportion of consumers aged 65+ who are 
unaware of any trusted sources of information is around double the average, and 
ranges from 13% in the broadband market to 32% for fixed lines. This lower 

153 See Figure 184 in the Consumer Experience Research Report. 
154 Data are not directly comparable to those for 2011 as the aspects of each market we are asking 
about have changed and we are now more focused on provider choices. 
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awareness may indicate a lack of interest in these markets, but may also act as a 
barrier to switching, by increasing the perceived level of difficulty for these 
consumers when searching for alternatives. 

Price comparison 

5.38 The different ways in which consumers are using their devices, and the large number 
of alternative tariffs and packages available, makes it important that consumers are 
able to make comparisons across providers on the aspects most important to them.   

5.39 Consumers’ opinions on the ease of making cost comparisons are becoming more 
comparable across markets.  While consumers continue to be less likely to say that it 
is easy to make comparisons in the fixed market (63%), the stated ease of cost 
comparisons is broadly similar across each of the other, markets at around seven in 
ten.   

Figure 35 Consumers’ opinions on the ease of making cost comparisons155 

 

Source: Ofcom decision-making survey carried out by Saville Rossiter-Base in July to August 2012, 
2013 and 2014. Further trend data are available in previous reports, based on single-service 
purchasers only. Base: All adults aged 16+ who are the decision-maker for fixed line (2012, 1636) 
(2013, 1596) (2014, 1736), mobile (2012, 1714) (2013, 1718) (2014, 1679), fixed broadband (2012, 
1341) (2013, 1291) (2014, 1464), digital TV (2012, 1483) (2013, 1592) (2014, 1723), and decision 
makers for those with any bundle (2012, 1079) (2013, 1133) (2014, 1374). There will be overlap 
between bundlers and data for each market. See Consumer Experience Research Report (Figure 
191). 

 
5.40 Consumers aged 45-74 are the most likely to find it difficult to make cost 

comparisons across each of the markets. The lower stated difficulty among older 
consumers (aged 75+) may indicate a lack of interest, as opposed to less difficulty156. 

155 These data are based on standalone purchasers in each market, compared to bundlers as a 
whole, as consumers who bundle their services are unlikely to be able to separate out costs for 
individual services 
156 See Figure 192 in the Consumer Experience Research Report. 
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Ofcom’s work 

5.41 Ofcom believes that effective competition is likely to deliver better deals for 
consumers. But in order for consumers to benefit from competition, they need to 
have the knowledge and confidence to exercise choice, and derive benefit from doing 
so.  

5.42 Ofcom is currently working in a number of areas to ensure that consumers who are 
interested in the communications markets are able to participate easily and 
effectively, and these areas of work are outlined below. They include improvements 
to consumer information where needed, and our work on ensuring that switching 
processes work well for consumers. 

Consumer information  

5.43 Consumer information plays a crucial role in competitive markets. Consumers who 
are not fully informed about the services available to them may end up making 
incorrect decisions and/or be reluctant to switch. Some consumers find it difficult to 
make informed decisions and compare services. This may be because the 
appropriate information does not exist, or is not easily accessible to them, or because 
the information they are presented with is complicated, or hard to interpret.   

5.44 Ofcom has a role in helping to make information accessible to consumers which may 
be useful to them when making decisions. This is aligned with our principal duties (as 
set out in the Communications Act 2003) to further the interests of citizens in relation 
to communications matters and to further the interests of consumers in relevant 
markets, where appropriate by promoting competition. 

5.45 Ofcom’s efforts in this area over the past year have continued to focus on: 
accreditation of price comparison websites; publication of provider-specific 
complaints and customer service satisfaction data; raising awareness of broadband 
speeds, including mobile broadband speeds; conducting research into the consumer 
experience of switching; and publishing consumer guidance and advice where it is 
needed. Full details of this work can be found below. 

Price accreditation scheme 

5.46 In order to help consumers make effective choices in the communications markets, in 
2006 Ofcom established an accreditation scheme for price comparison websites 
(PCWs) that aims to provide assurance that the price comparison calculations 
offered by accredited companies on fixed-line, mobile, broadband and television 
services are accessible, accurate, up to date, transparent and comprehensive. 

5.47 Companies can apply to Ofcom for accreditation of their price comparison service. 
The application process involves an independent audit of the company’s price 
comparison service, which, if successful, may then be accredited by Ofcom. Once 
accredited, these companies can display the Ofcom price accreditation scheme logo 
(below) on their websites, and in any publicity campaigns.  
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5.48 At present we have five accredited members of the scheme: 

• BillMonitor (www.billmonitor.com);    

• broadbandchoices.co.uk (www.broadbandchoices.co.uk);   

• Simplify Digital (www.simplifydigital.co.uk);  

• Broadband.co.uk (http://www.broadband.co.uk); and 

• Cable.co.uk (www.cable.co.uk) 

5.49 Accredited PCWs must undergo a review audit every 18 months to ensure that their 
service remains accessible, accurate, up to date, transparent and comprehensive. 
During the course of the year, we re-accredited Scheme members, and have re-
appointed an independent auditor for the Scheme, ensuring a robust audit process 
for the next two years.  We also continue to engage with Scheme members on an 
ongoing basis so that price comparisons of accredited members follow our 
guidelines.  

Publication of complaints received by Ofcom’s Consumer Contact Team (CCT)  

5.50 Ofcom has published CCT data, in its Telecoms Complaints Bulletins157 and in its 
Consumer Experience Reports,158 since March 2009 and November 2006 
respectively. The data illustrate the level and types of complaints received by Ofcom 
across all the communications markets.159  

5.51 Since April 2011 we have published reports detailing Ofcom telecommunications 
complaints data by provider.160 In June 2012 the scope of the report was expanded 
from telecoms only to include complaints relating to the provision of pay-TV services. 
We are currently consulting with providers on potential changes to the threshold 
criteria (e.g. market share threshold) with a view to possibly expanding the report to 
include more providers.  

157 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/enforcement/telecoms-complaints-bulletin/ 
158 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-research/market-data/consumer-experience-
reports/?a=0 
159 Ofcom does not publish CCT data for complaints about postal services. However, all regulated 
postal operators, including Royal Mail, are required to publish annual complaints data. Additionally, 
Royal Mail is required to publish quarterly reports showing the amount of compensation paid: 
http://www.royalmailgroup.com/customers/quality-service/quality-service-reports  
160 See http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-research/other/telecoms-
research/complaints/?a=0. 
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5.52 We believe that publication of our complaints data, along with other information, can 
be informative for consumers when seeking to compare providers. We consider that 
these data may also be of interest to intermediaries such as consumer groups, 
journalists, and price comparison sites, all of which aim to advise consumers.  

5.53 This transparent approach is consistent with the Government’s consumer 
empowerment strategy which argues that publishing complaints data is “a good way 
of encouraging businesses to improve their performance without the need for heavy-
handed legislation, as no company wants to be last in an indicator of performance or 
customer satisfaction”.  

Broadband speeds/Code of Practice 

5.54 We have continued to ensure that consumers have access to information on 
broadband speeds. One of Ofcom’s ongoing priorities in 2014/15 is to work to ensure 
that consumers have accurate information on the fixed and mobile speeds available 
when they make their choice of broadband supplier. We have continued to publish 
our ongoing research on fixed broadband speeds, allowing consumers to see how 
speeds vary across different providers, technologies and time periods. We have just 
started to publish similar data on mobile broadband.  

5.55 Our first report on mobile broadband speeds, published in November 2014,161 found 
that HTTP download speeds on 4G, as an average across all operators, were more 
than twice as fast as on 3G. The time taken to load a webpage was also significantly 
faster on 4G compared to 3G.  

5.56 In October 2014, we published the latest results of our fixed broadband speeds 
research, from data collected in May 2014162. Residential fixed broadband speeds 
continued to increase in the six months to May 2014, when the average actual speed 
of these connections (18.7Mbit/s), represented an increase of 0.9Mbit/s (5%) on 
November 2013.  This was a marked slowing in the rate of increase, as between May 
2013 and November 2013 the average speed increased by 3.1Mbit/s (21%). 

5.57 Over the last few years, increases in average residential fixed broadband services 
have mainly been driven by increasing take-up of superfast broadband services and 
higher average speeds across all these connections. However, the average speed of 
superfast connections was unchanged at 47.0Mbit/s in the six months to May 2014, 
and as a result the increase in average speeds across all connections was lower 
than in previous periods.  Average actual download speeds also remained stable for 
connections with a headline speed above ‘up to’ 2Mbit/s, and up to and including 
10Mbit/s, in the six months to May 2014, at 3.3Mbit/s, while the speed for above ‘up 
to’ 10Mbit/s and less than ‘up to’ 30Mbit/s increased by 0.6Mbit/s (8%) over the same 
period. 

5.58 Our next publication is expected in February 2015, based on data collected in 
November 2014. 

5.59 We are currently undertaking a review of the Broadband Speeds Code of Practice to 
ensure that its provisions are still appropriate for consumers’ needs in the fast-

161 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-research/other/telecoms-research/broadband-
speeds/mobile-bb-nov14  
162 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/broadband-
research/may2014/Fixed_bb_speeds_May_2014.pdf  
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changing broadband market, and following consultation with stakeholders we aim to 
publish a revised Code in spring 2015. 

5.60 Over the coming year we will continue our research into broadband quality of 
experience, and how different parts of the end–to-end internet delivery chain 
contribute to users’ perception of their broadband service. Initial findings from the 
proof–of-concept work undertaken last year were published alongside our 
Infrastructure Report 2014163. In 2015 we intend to conduct further tests to assess 
the accuracy and reliability of the predictions made by end-to-end measurement 
approaches, which will help us develop our approach to evaluating fixed broadband 
performance in the future. 

Net neutrality / traffic management 

5.61 The net neutrality debate has become a significant issue on the international 
telecoms policy agenda. The EU Revised Telecoms Framework, implemented in 
2009, now includes net neutrality as a policy objective. Regulators should “[promote] 
the ability of end-users to access and distribute information or run applications and 
services of their choice.” The Revised Framework introduced requirements for 
greater transparency by communications providers, and harmonised the position by 
requiring Member States to ensure that their National Regulatory Authorities (NRAs) 
have discretionary power to impose minimum quality of service requirements. Ofcom 
has powers to impose various obligations, including to introduce specific 
requirements for greater transparency of traffic management, and to impose a 
minimum quality of service, as well as enforcing relevant consumer protection rules 
specific to the electronic communications sector. 

5.62 In 2013 the European Commission published a new draft telecoms regulation: 
Connected Continent: Building a Telecoms Single Market, which includes some net 
neutrality regulations. Among the Commission’s proposals were a prohibition on 
‘discriminatory blocking and throttling’, and rules for traffic management. At the time 
of writing, the draft Connected Continent regulation is still being negotiated, and the 
net neutrality provisions remain on the table.  

5.63 Ofcom’s approach to net neutrality, as set out in our statement published in 2011, 
recognises that widespread discriminatory traffic management by ISPs could put at 
risk the openness of the internet, and its continued operation as a platform for rapid 
and diverse innovation.  However, in the first instance, Ofcom believes that effective 
competition among ISPs should ensure that consumers benefit from the open 
internet’s diversity of services and innovation, as long as:  

• sufficient information is available to enable consumers to make the right 
purchasing decisions; and  

• consumers are able to act on this information by switching providers, where 
appropriate.   

5.64 In order to ensure that UK consumers have access to high quality open internet 
access services, Ofcom monitors and reports on an annual basis on the market for 
internet access, and on providers’ approaches to transparency.  The conclusions are 
published as part of Ofcom’s infrastructure reporting work. 

163 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/infrastructure/2014/infrastructure-14.pdf 
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5.65 In the most recent Infrastructure Report, published in December 2014, Ofcom 
reported progress on both of these aspects.  In relation to transparency, we 
concluded that, broadly, transparency about traffic management practices has 
improved.  In particular, operators appear to have responded to the findings of our 
2013 research into transparency and consumer awareness by updating and clarifying 
the information about their traffic management policies, and the impact of those 
policies on their internet access products.  

5.66 There has also been a marked improvement in the extent of discriminatory traffic 
management practices in the UK.  In particular, UK mobile operators appear to have 
now discontinued the provision of packages which block access to VoIP services. In 
addition, EE, Vodafone and Virgin Media have signed up to the BSG Open Internet 
Code of Practice.  This is a self-regulatory code committing signatories to providing 
open internet access services. The inclusion of these operators in the code means 
that all major consumer internet access providers have now committed to net 
neutrality principles in the provision of internet access services.  Ofcom will 
nevertheless continue to monitor this issue closely. 

Non-geographic numbers 

5.67 Non-geographic numbers include those in the 03, 05, 080, 0843/4/5, 0870/1/2/3, 09, 
118 and 116 number ranges. These numbers differ from geographic numbers, 
starting with 01 and 02, in that they do not relate to a geographic location in the UK. 
They are generally used by businesses or organisations, such as banks, doctors’ 
surgeries and local councils to provide consumers with access to their services, and 
for premium-rate services, such as voting lines for a TV show. 

5.68 We initiated a strategic review of non-geographic numbers in 2010 in response to 
concerns that consumers were confused about what these numbers meant and how 
much calls cost.164 Following several detailed consultations with stakeholders, we 
published a final statement in December 2013 which confirmed our decision to make 
wide-ranging changes, to simplify the non-geographic calls market and to address 
the consumer harm we had identified.165  That statement confirmed our decision to: 

• make the 080 and 116 ranges free-to-caller for consumers from both fixed and 
mobile phones; and 

• introduce a new ‘unbundled tariff’ structure for calls made by consumers to the 
084, 087, 09 and 118 number ranges. 

5.69 We consider that making 080 and 116 numbers free-to-caller from all telephones is 
likely to offer direct benefits to callers and organisations as well as being an 
important element in restoring trust in non-geographic numbers overall.  The change 
should enable service providers on these ranges to advertise a clear message to 
consumers that these numbers are always free.   

5.70 To further simplify the Freephone system for consumers we decided in 2014 to 
withdraw the little used and declining 0500 Freephone range over a period of three 
years from June 2014.  This means that there will only be one general-use 

164 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/consultations/simplifying-non-geo-numbers/  
165 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/consultations/simplifying-non-geo-no/statement/final-
statement.pdf 
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Freephone range; 080 (116 numbers are short code services designated for cross-
Europe social services such as reporting missing children). 

5.71 The unbundled tariff should ensure that consumers know, for the first time, how much 
of their money is paid to their phone company and how much is passed to others, 
such as the organisation or service being called. The amount that consumers will pay 
to their phone company for a call will be made up of two separate charges: 

• the access charge, which will cover the costs and revenues of the phone 
company which originates the call; and 

• the service charge, which will be paid to the terminating companies and the 
company providing the service for the number (e.g. a bank) to cover or contribute 
to their costs. 

5.72 Taken together, these changes are intended to simplify the UK’s numbering system 
and allow consumers to gain a better understanding of what different numbers mean, 
as well as their cost.  We expect these changes to lead to a substantial improvement 
in consumers’ understanding and experience of non-geographic numbers and 
consequently, to benefit the market with new services and greater competition. 

5.73 Given the scope and significance of these changes, we have allowed an 
implementation period of 18 months.  The new regime will therefore come into effect 
in July 2015.  There is likely to be a significant amount of work for both Ofcom and 
the industry to do during this time and we are engaging with stakeholders, 
establishing communications materials and ensuring that the necessary processes 
and systems are in place for a smooth launch and successful operation of the new 
regime.  

5.74 There are some other non-geographic number ranges which are not captured by the 
changes outlined above, in particular the 070/076 number ranges. These ranges are 
designated for personal numbering and radio-paging services.  There is some 
evidence of consumer confusion with 07 mobile numbers, and of the ranges being 
used for fraud.  We are therefore continuing to gather evidence and review the use of 
these ranges.  We currently aim to issue a consultation in 2015.   

Consumer advice and guidance 

5.75 Ofcom publishes consumer guides to give practical advice to consumers on various 
issues in the communications sector. The advice we publish for consumers can be 
found on our website.166 

5.76 In 2014, we published the following guides and information for consumers167:  

• Checklist for new phone or broadband contract; 

• Advice for businesses; 

• Using apps safely and securely on your mobile phone; 

• Practical tips for improving your broadband speeds; 

166 http://consumers.ofcom.org.uk/ 
167 See Annex 2 for details of where to find these guides. 
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• Broadband basics; 

• Mobile phone locking and unlocking policies in relation to the larger MNOs; 

• Inadvertent roaming in Northern Ireland; 

• Will your landline telephone work during a power cut?; 

• Don’t get spoofed by phone number scams; 

• Nuisance calls video; 

• 'Easy Read' guide - nuisance calls and messages; and 

• Text relay. 

 Switching 

5.77 Well-functioning communications markets require effective switching processes. The 
ability to switch allows consumers to exercise choice, purchase the service or 
combination of services which best meets their needs, and switch away if they are 
dissatisfied with a provider.  

5.78 Switching may be particularly advantageous to people who have not switched 
recently and who therefore stand to benefit significantly from offers that have recently 
become available. As previously discussed in Section 4, this potentially includes the 
majority of standalone fixed voice customers who say they have never switched their 
provider. Such consumers could benefit from switching to a cheaper landline 
provider.  We have identified that around one in eight consumers with fixed voice 
lines say they never use them to make calls, and many consumers say their main 
reason for having a landline at all is in order to get broadband. Such consumers 
could also benefit from switching to providers that do not require a landline in order to 
supply broadband (through cable, fibre or wireless providers), where these 
alternatives are available.   

5.79 Switching is likely to be facilitated, and consumers likely to benefit, from switching 
processes that enable them to switch between communications providers quickly, 
easily and without loss of service. In 2010 we initiated a strategic review of switching 
processes. This included a review of issues arising for consumers and competition as 
a result of switching processes already in place across the fixed and mobile 
telecommunications, broadband and pay-TV sectors, the identification of any 
deficiencies and the development of a plan to tackle these on a priority basis. 

5.80 Our work also set out our provisional view on the type of switching process that 
would deliver better consumer and competition outcomes, assuming we were starting 
from first principles and there were no existing processes in place. 

5.81 In particular we considered the relative merits of gaining-provider–led (GPL) and 
losing-provider-led (LPL) switching processes. Under a GPL switching process, the 
consumer wanted to switch only needs to contact their (new) gaining provider. Under 
a LPL switching process, the consumer must inform their (current) provider that they 
want to switch and request an authorisation code from that provider before they can 
do so. We considered that in principle GPL switching processes offer advantages 
over LPL processes in terms of both consumer and competition outcomes. 
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5.82 As a first stage of work, we prioritised the review and reform of the switching 
processes for fixed voice telephone and broadband services offered over BT 
Openreach’s copper network.  We identified eight broad issues that can arise for 
consumers when switching or as a result of switching processes, such as insufficient 
consent, loss of service or erroneous transfers. 

5.83 In our December 2013 statement we confirmed plans to harmonise switches for fixed 
voice and/or broadband services over the Openreach network to a single GPL model 
based on the Notification of Transfer switching process already in use.168  We also 
decided to require CPs to implement five additional enhancements, designed to 
improve consumer protection. These decisions are aimed at addressing the 
consumer issues with switching processes that we have identified.  We expect the 
required harmonisation and enhancements to be fully implemented by industry by the 
required date of June 2015. 

5.84 Our work in 2015 will continue to focus on the consumer experience of switching and 
the impact of switching processes on competition for communications services, 
beyond those provided over the Openreach copper network.  Bundles of fixed voice, 
broadband and pay-TV services switched between providers using the Openreach, 
Virgin cable and Sky satellite networks are within scope.  Voice and data services 
switched between mobile network operators, including mobile number porting, are 
also within scope.   

5.85 In July 2014 we published a Call for Inputs169 in relation to the operation and impact 
of the processes that are currently used to switch such services.  We received 
responses from industry stakeholders, organisations representing consumer 
interests, and from a number of individuals.  We are currently researching further the 
operation and effect of the switching processes for services falling within our scope of 
work, with a view to enhancing our understanding of consumer switching experiences 
and the form and extent of any issues arising.  We plan to publish a document setting 
out our findings in the first half of 2015, and to consult, should we consider that 
reforms to switching processes might be warranted to improve consumers’ switching 
experiences. 

5.86 In addition to this work on switching processes, we are taking forward work in a 
number of areas related to switching which aim to make switching an easier and 
more informed process for consumers. These include: 

• working with industry and the Office of the Telecoms Adjudicator to implement, by 
June 2015, the changes to the Openreach copper switching processes that we 
mandated in 2013; 

• seeking incremental improvements to the existing Openreach switching 
processes, with a view to minimising erroneous transfers; 

• addressing possible contractual barriers to switching, including mobile handset 
device locking and unlocking, and examining the conduct of losing providers 
when consumers try to switch; 

168 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/consultations/consumer-switching-
review/statement/statement.pdf 
169 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/consultations/consumer-switching-
cfi/summary/Consumer_switching_cfi.pdf  
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• auditing and accrediting price comparison websites, while also developing our 
understanding of the potential for new forms of intermediary, and collective 
switching provider to enhance consumer empowerment; and 

• ensuring consumers have access to clear and helpful information, e.g. through 
our publication of broadband speeds research and customer complaints data. 

. 
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Section 6 

6 Consumer protection 
Introduction 

6.1 A key role for Ofcom is to protect consumers from harm in the communications and 
postal markets. We aim to achieve this through policies and actions that protect 
consumers from scams and bad behaviour that can result in harm, including anxiety 
and financial harm, and where they do occur, to ensure that they are dealt with 
quickly and effectively.  

6.2 Below, we outline the types and levels of consumer complaints received by Ofcom’s 
Consumer Contact Team (CCT) and the research findings on consumers’ experience 
of problems in the communications and postal sectors. These two datasets 
complement each other and provide a broader picture of the issues facing 
consumers than can be provided by CCT data alone.  

Consumer complaints 

Communications services 

6.3 The analysis below shows the proportion of customers using each service who said 
they had had reason to complain about the provider of their broadband, landline 
and/or mobile service in the 12 months prior to interview170. 

170 Fieldwork was conducted between August and October 2014, therefore complaints date back to 
August 2013 
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Figure 36 Reason to complain about service or supplier in the past 12 months: 2009 
to 2014 

 

Source: Ofcom research, omnibus survey, fieldwork carried out by Saville Rossiter-Base in August 
and September 2014  
Base: All UK households using each type of provider (In 2014 – 2516 broadband, 2719 landline, 2860 
mobile phone) 
Q9. Have you personally had a reason to complain about any of these services or suppliers in the last 
12 months, whether or not you went on to make a complaint? (prompted responses, multi coded). 
See Consumer Experience Research Report (Figure 194).  

6.4 Overall, broadband customers were the most likely to say they had had reason to 
complain to their provider (12%), followed by mobile (7%) and then landline 
consumers (6%). However, not all consumers actually made a complaint even 
though they may have had grounds to do so.  

6.5 For broadband customers, the main reasons for complaint were disruption of service 
(39%) and poor quality of service (33%)171. Among landline customers, disruption of 
service (37%) and poor quality of service (23%) were the main reasons for 
complaints172. For mobile customers, poor coverage (25%) was the main reason173. 

Postal services 

6.6 For postal users, one in ten (10%) reported that they had had a cause to complain, 
but only 6% claimed to have made a complaint.  

6.7 In total, 37% of the survey participants claimed to have experienced at least one 
problem with Royal Mail postal services in the past 12 months. By far the biggest 
issue cited by postal users was mis-delivered mail (67% of those with a problem), 
followed by delayed mail (38%), lost mail (27%) and damaged mail (24%).     

171 See Figure 195 in the Consumer Experience Research Report. 
172 See Figure 196 in the Consumer Experience Research Report. 
173 See Figure 197 in the Consumer Experience Research Report. 
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Figure 37 Problems experienced with Royal Mail’s postal services in the past 12 
months 

 

Source: Ofcom post tracker survey 
Base: All respondents (2013 4844); ( 2014 4853) 
Base: Those with a problem in the last 12 months (2013,973); (2014, 997) 
QG1A-1E: In the last 12 months, have you experienced problems with Royal Mail’s service in terms 
of… See Consumer Experience Research Report (Figure 199). 

6.8 See below for more information about how Ofcom monitors Royal Mail’s quality of 
service performance and other consumer-related issues. 

Complaints to Ofcom’s Consumer Contact Team (CCT) 

Overview 

6.9 While consumers who wish to complain should, and often will, contact their provider 
in the first instance, some also, or alternatively, complain through other avenues such 
as Ofcom, other advisory bodies (e.g. Citizens Advice Bureaux) and MPs. 

6.10 For consumers seeking to contact Ofcom for advice or to make a complaint in the 
communications and postal markets, the main point of contact is Ofcom’s CCT. 

6.11 The telecoms sector continues to account for the majority of contacts to Ofcom, 
generally fluctuating between 6000 and 7000 between September 2013 and October 
2014. The exceptions to this were in December 2013, when they fell to under 5000, 
and April – June 2014, when they rose to just over 7000. This compares to about 
1,500 complaints about broadcasting standards each month, and around 40 
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complaints relating to postal services per month174. The chart below illustrates the 
number of complaints received by Ofcom per month across sectors.  

Figure 38 Number of complaints received by Ofcom, by month: 2013-2014 

 

Source: Ofcom, CCT data 
General = ‘General enquiries’ could relate to broadcast, spectrum or telecoms issues. See Consumer 
Experience Research Report (Figure 203). 

6.12 The level of broadcasting complaints increased in October 2013 largely due to 
complaints about The X Factor Results Show (ITV), in January 2014 due to 
complaints about Benefits Street (Channel 4) and Celebrity Big Brother (Channel 5), 
and August 2014 due to complaints about Celebrity Big Brother (Channel 5) and Big 
Brother (Channel 5). There was a large spike in complaints in June 2014 due to 
complaints about Big Brother (Channel 5) and Cutting Edge: Going to the Dogs 
(Channel 4)175.  

6.13 Complaints about radio broadcasting have remained at a low level throughout the 
year, with 67 complaints in October 2013 (compared to 975 complaints about 
television) 176. Further information can be found in the Broadcast Bulletins, published 
on Ofcom’s website177.  

Telecoms-related complaints 

6.14 Complaints to Ofcom about telecoms services related to a range of issues and varied 
periodically between 2013 and 2014.  

6.15 Silent and abandoned calls, customer service (including complaints handling) and 
fixed-line mis-selling/slamming continued to generate significant numbers of 
complaints to the CCT in the year to October 2014. Details of our work to improve the 

174 Ofcom does not publish CCT data for complaints about postal services. However, all regulated 
postal operators, including Royal Mail, are required to publish annual complaints data. Additionally, 
Royal Mail is required to publish quarterly reports, which also show the amount of compensation paid. 
http://www.royalmailgroup.com/cy/node/428  
175 See Figure 217 in the Consumer Experience Research Report. 
176 See Figure 216 in the Consumer Experience Research Report. 
177 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/enforcement/broadcast-bulletins/ 
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consumer experience and protect customers from harm in these areas can be found 
below. 

Figure 39 Number of telecoms complaints received by Ofcom, by month: 2013-2012 

 

Source: Ofcom, CCT data  
Nose: following a review of Ofcom’s complaint categories, we have decided to include an additional 
complaints sub-category - lack of information/incorrect advice - to our customer service (including 
complaints handling) complaints. This is because our review has identified that these complaints have 
a customer service element. These complaints have been added in retrospectively which has resulted 
in an overall increase to our customer service (including complaints handling) complaints category 
over the reporting period. See Consumer Experience Research Report (Figure 204). 

6.16 Silent and abandoned calls have been the most complained-about issue in telecoms 
since February 2011, and rose in the first half of 2014 to reach a peak of 4,135 in 
June. In 2013 the highest number of complaints recorded was in April (3,900). Since 
then complaints have declined, and in October 2014 there were 3,382 complaints. 

6.17 Complaints about fixed-line mis-selling have decreased significantly since a peak of 
around 1,200 in April 2005. The downward trend in fixed-line mis-selling complaints 
has continued over the past year, with overall fixed-line mis-selling complaints 
averaging 349 per month for 2014 (January – October) compared with an average of 
around 442 a month between October 2012 and October 2013. 

6.18 The proportion of complaints about mis-selling/slamming which relate to the mobile 
market is lower than for the fixed-line market. This also decreased, from an average 
of 193 a month between October 2012 and October 2013, to an average of 143 per 
month for 2014.  

6.19 Customer service (including complaints handling) has consistently attracted 
significant numbers of complaints in the past four years. On average, we received 
around 900 complaints each month about this issue between October 2013 and 
October 2014. Details of our work to ensure that providers have effective complaint 
handling procedures are outlined below. 
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6.20 Since 2009, Ofcom has conducted research to quantify levels of satisfaction with 
providers’ customer service, among the main communications providers in the UK 
(defined as those providers with a market share of 4% or more within a sector). This 
research enables Ofcom to monitor the customer service experience, understand 
whether this varies by the type of issue being dealt with, and to evaluate changes 
over time, by market and provider. 

6.21 The latest report on the quality of customer service, published in December 2014178, 
suggests that: 

• UK CPs179 offer a contact experience that leads to between 67%-80% of 
customers being satisfied, with low levels of dissatisfaction in comparison (5%-
11%).The levels of satisfaction have risen significantly since we began monitoring 
these in 2009 (when they were between 58% and 69%).  

• Overall satisfaction with customer service is highest in the pay-TV and mobile 
markets. In both sectors, levels remained broadly similar to 2013 – from 77% in 
2013 to 80% in 2014 for pay TV, and 73% in 2013 to 77% in 2014 for mobile.  

• Levels of satisfaction with overall customer service are lower for both landline 
and broadband, with about two-thirds of consumers (67% and 69% respectively) 
satisfied with the customer service received. Current satisfaction levels for 
landline and broadband are, however, significantly higher than when Ofcom 
began researching customer service performance in 2009, when they were at 
58% and 60% respectively180. 

Ofcom’s work 

6.22 We carry out a range of work to protect consumers from scams and unfair practices, 
which tend to fall into three types of harm:  

• Entering into contracts: Consumers entering into contracts or signing up 
to/using services to which they have not fully consented. Examples here include 
our work on fixed and mobile mis-selling.  

• In-service issues: Harm from process problems and harm once service is being 
provided. Examples include problems with unfair contract terms, erroneous 
landline transfers, nuisance calls, complaints handling and unexpectedly high 
bills.  

• Exiting contracts: Consumers facing difficulties leaving providers. Examples 
include unfair early termination charges, long notice periods, automatically 
renewable contracts and other practices which act as disincentives/barriers for 
consumers to switch.  

6.23 Over the past 12 months we have prioritised our consumer protection resource on 
tackling harm from fixed line mis-selling, mid-contract price rises, nuisance calls, 
unexpectedly high bills and complaints handling.  

178 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/quality-of-customer-service-annual-
reports/Quality_of_Customer_Service_2014_report.pdf  
179 Of landline, broadband, mobile and pay-TV services. 
180 In 2009, overall customer service satisfaction was 58% for landline and 60% for broadband. 
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Fixed-line mis-selling 

6.24 Ofcom first introduced rules to protect consumers from mis-selling/ slamming in May 
2005181 (GC24) and updated these in March 2010182. In  September 2014183 GC24 
was repealed and replaced with a new rule - service migrations and home moves (a 
revised GC22) - which, among other things: 

• prohibits a CP from engaging in dishonest, misleading or deceptive, or 
aggressive, conduct in relation to sales and marketing activity;  

• sets out the type and level of information that needs to be made available to new 
customers, both at the point of sale and after the sale has been concluded (but 
before the service has actually been transferred). This includes providing 
important information about the key terms and conditions of the service, including 
contractual liabilities and cancellation rights;  

• specifies record-keeping requirements for sales and marketing activities, and 
consumer consent to enter into a contract; 

• sets out certain rules in relation to Working Line Takeover orders; and  

• sets out rules in relation to the use of ’Cancel Other’ 184. 

6.25 Since 2005, we have undertaken an industry-wide monitoring and enforcement 
programme through which we actively monitor providers’ compliance with the 
rules185. Under this programme we monitor allegations of mis-selling and ‘Cancel 
Other’ misuse in order to identify companies whose sales and marketing activities 
may require further investigation. This programme allows us to take action, where 
necessary, to reduce the harm to consumers, including individual investigations as 
appropriate. 

6.26 There has been a significant reduction in fixed-line mis-selling complaints since 
March 2010 when GC24 (now GC22) was introduced (see chart below). This 
downward trend has continued over the past 12 months, with overall fixed-line mis-
selling complaints consistently being below 400 and averaging around 350 per month 
between October 2013 and October 2014, the lowest levels since GC24 (now GC22) 
was introduced186. This reduction has been across the board, with all categories of 
mis-selling and slamming (including erroneous transfers) showing a lower level of 
complaints than in previous years. We believe this further improvement is likely to be 
a direct result of our prompt and targeted interventions, as and when new issues 
emerge, to ensure industry invests appropriate resource into its compliance activities.  

6.27 However, where we do see evidence of non-compliance with GC24 (now GC22) and 
consider we need to take formal enforcement action, we will not hesitate to open an 

181 Slamming is an extreme form of mis-selling, where customers are simply switched from one 
company to another without their express knowledge and/or consent. 
182 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/telecoms/policy/narrowband/statement.pdf 
183 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/consultations/consumer-switching-
review/statement/statement.pdf 
184 Cancel Other is a function that enables losing CPs to cancel a request for transfer but only in 
certain circumstances, e.g. the customer is a victim of slamming.  
185 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/enforcement/competition-bulletins/open-cases/all-open-
cases/cw_01137// 
186 See below on mis-selling complaints. 
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investigation. In particular, in November 2012 we opened an investigation into 
Supatel Limited, trading as timetalk, following a spike in complaints in October. Our 
investigation concluded that Supatel had contravened General Condition 24 during 
the ‘relevant period’ considered and, specifically, the provision relating to slamming, 
GC24.3(d). This resulted in June 2013 in Ofcom issuing Supatel with a notification 
imposing a penalty of £60,000 under section 96C of the Communications Act 2003 
for engaging in slamming187. This swift enforcement action resulted in an immediate 
decrease in complaints about Supatel Limited. We currently have one open 
investigation relating to compliance with GC24: into Universal Utilities, trading as 
Unicom. 

6.28 We continue to receive complaints relating to erroneous landline transfers (‘ELTs’). 
ELTs are caused by deficiencies in switching processes; primarily weaknesses in the 
industry’s home-mover process, rather than by intentional mis-selling. The result is 
that consumers’ fixed-line voice services are erroneously switched to a new provider, 
without their knowledge or consent.   

6.29 Although the level of complaints is steadily declining (see graph below) we recognise 
that ELTs can be very disruptive to affected consumers due to the loss of service and 
the potential loss of the original phone number attached to the phone line. We have 
continued to work closely with the industry to tackle this issue, which has resulted in 
an updated best practice guide for working line takeover orders (WLT orders), 
migrations and ELT avoidance188 (the ‘BPG’). The updated BPG was published in 
July 2014.  

6.30 The BPG was first published by the Office of the Telecoms Adjudicator (OTA) at the 
end of 2010. It set out the steps that providers can take to prevent the avoidable and 
unnecessary harm caused when the WLT orders 189 process goes wrong, and to 
restore consumers’ services back to their provider of choice. .  

6.31 Our engagement with CPs and the OTA led to a root cause analysis of recent 
examples of ELTs, which informed the enhancements to the BPG. We consider that 
these enhancements make very clear the correct processes CPs should follow in 
order to avoid ELTs. One of the processes now incorporated into the BPG is the use 
of the MPF access line identification (ALID) helpline, which was set up in November 
2012. This helpline enables providers placing WLT orders and migrations for MPF 
lines (the main drivers behind ELTs) to more accurately identify the correct target 
line190.  We consider that the BPG, combined with our extensive engagement with 
the larger providers, has had a positive effect in reducing the incidence of ELTs. The 
chart below shows that the volume of ELTs as a percentage of WLT orders placed is 
at the lowest-ever level. In fact, the CCT received only 44 ELT complaints in 
November 2014, the lowest since February 2012.  

187 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/enforcement/competition-bulletins/closed-cases/all-closed-
cases/cw_01096/ 
188 http://www.offta.org.uk/BPG-WLTs-Mgtns%20%20ELT%20Avoidance-v2.5.pdf 
189 The WLT order process was originally introduced by Openreach to help providers ensure that 
consumers moving house could arrange for their new services at the new address to be delivered to 
coincide with the house move, in a seamless manner and at minimal cost. 
190 http://www.offta.org.uk/MPFALIDHelpLineTactical%20Process.pdf 
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Figure 40 ELT complaints by volume as a percentage of industry WLT orders placed  

 
Source: CCT and Openreach data. See Consumer Experience Research Report (Figure 212).  

 

6.32 The modified GC22 has also introduced new rules around the placing of WLT orders, 
requiring that before a WLT order is placed, the gaining CP must take reasonable 
steps to identify the target line. A gaining CP may only place a WLT order once it has 
identified an exact address match for the target line. The introduction of these rules 
should have a positive impact on the volume of ELTs and will allow Ofcom to take 
action against CPs who do not comply with these rules. 

Mobile mis-selling  

6.33 General Condition 23 (GC23), which came into force in 2009, sets out rules to ensure 
that mobile service providers (MSPs) do not engage in dishonest, misleading or 
deceptive conduct when selling mobile services. 

6.34 On the introduction of GC23, Ofcom opened a monitoring and enforcement 
programme to ensure industry compliance. This led to a reduction in complaint 
levels, particularly in relation to cashback complaints. Ofcom decided to close the 
programme in March 2010, but continued to monitor complaint levels.  

6.35 Since 2008 there has been a decrease in the number of mobile mis-selling 
complaints, from a high of 756 in January 2008. This number rapidly decreased over 
the following year, to 204 in January 2009, and the decrease has continued in recent 
years.  In early 2011 complaint volumes rose to around 200-300 each month, and 
remained at this level throughout 2011 and 2012. October 2012 to October 2013 saw 
further variations within a general downward trend, with a monthly average of 190 
complaints, since reduced to an average of 120 complaints per month. 
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Figure 41 Complaints received by CCT regarding mis-selling, by month  

 
Source: Ofcom, CCT data. See Consumer Experience Research Report (Figure 211). 

6.36 We continue to monitor complaints in relation to mobile mis-selling and take action as 
appropriate. 

Nuisance calls and messages 

6.37 The main types of nuisance calls and messages are: 

• live telesales calls made where the recipient has indicated they do not wish to be 
contacted, typically where there is a person on the line from a company or 
organisation trying to sell a product or service; 

• automated marketing calls made without consent, where consumers hear a 
recorded marketing message;  

• spam texts, where an organisation trying to sell a product or service sends a text 
message to a consumer’s mobile phone; 

• abandoned calls191, a call that is terminated when the called party picks up the 
receiver and instead of a person on the other end of the line they hear a recorded 
information message from the organisation that is trying to contact them; and 

• silent calls192, where a consumer answers but hears nothing and has no means 
of knowing whether anyone is at the other end of the line.  

6.38 Such calls and messages can cause annoyance and inconvenience for recipients. 
For more vulnerable consumers, they can cause considerable anxiety and distress. If 
calls or messages are linked to scams, they may also lead to financial losses for 
consumers.  Nuisance calls remain a serious concern for Ofcom, and this is a major 
work area in our 2014/15 Annual Plan.  It is, however, a complex and challenging 

191 An abandoned call is where a connection is established but terminated by its originator in 
circumstances where the call is answered by a live individual. 
192 A silent call is a type of abandoned call. 
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issue to address. We have therefore continued to take a strategic approach to 
tackling the problem, working with Government, other agencies and regulators, as 
set out in our joint action plan with the Information Commissioner’s Office.193  

6.39 Ofcom’s landline panel diary research194 suggests that the level of nuisance calls in 
early 2014 was similar to that over the same period in 2013.  Ofcom’s bi-monthly 
omnibus surveys suggest that the incidence of nuisance calls fluctuates. It  increased 
in the first quarter of 2014, from 61% of participants experiencing nuisance calls on 
landlines in January 2014, to two-thirds (66%) in March 2014, but then fell to 62% in 
September before rising to 71% in November 2014 (similar to the level found in 
November 2013).   

6.40 In terms of the sectors generating calls, the panel diary research found that, where 
the sector could be identified, the proportion of nuisance calls relating to payment 
protection insurance (PPI) was significantly lower in Jan-Feb 2014 compared to the 
same period in 2013 (down from 22% to 13%). There had, however, been increases 
in calls about other sectors, including home and loft insulation (up from 2% to 8%), 
other products relating to home improvements (up from 3% to 7%), and solar panels 
up from 2% to 6%).  

6.41 Complaints about nuisance calls have also fluctuated.  Complaints to Ofcom about 
abandoned and silent calls peaked at 4,136 in April, before declining to 3,381 in 
October 2014.  Complaints to the Telephone Preference Service (TPS) 195 about live 
telesales calls peaked at 8,262 in July 2014 before declining to 5,685 in October.  

6.42 From a regulatory perspective, the two key agencies with responsibilities here are:  

• The Information Commissioner’s Office (ICO), which takes the lead in tackling 
unlawful live telesales calls, automated marketing calls and spam texts, using its 
enforcement powers under the Privacy and Electronic Communications (EC 
Directive) Regulations 2003 (“PECR”); and 

• Ofcom, which tackles abandoned and silent calls using its persistent misuse 
powers under sections 128-131 of the Communications Act 2003.   

6.43 In addition to the ICO and Ofcom, a number of other regulatory bodies and 
Government agencies have an interest in this area, including the Claims 
Management Regulation Unit of the Ministry of Justice (which regulates claims 
management companies), the Advertising Standards Authority (in respect of 
misleading advertising), the Financial Conduct Authority (in respect of debt-
management firms), PhonepayPlus (premium rate number scams), Action Fraud 
(scams more generally), and the National Crime Agency (if serious fraud is involved). 

6.44 In July 2013, Ofcom and the ICO published a joint action plan, which is a 
commitment to work in partnership to tackle the issue of nuisance calls. Updates on 

193 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/telecoms/policy/tackling-nuisance-calls-messages/  
194 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-research/other/telecoms-
research/nuisance_calls_research/  
195 Under the Privacy and Electronic Communications (EC Directive) Regulations 2003 (PECR) 
Ofcom is required to maintain the register of persons who do not want to receive live telesales calls.  
Telephone Preference Service Ltd manages the register, the Telephone Preference Service (TPS), 
on Ofcom’s behalf. Under PECR, the Information Commissioner’s Office has primary responsibility for 
enforcement action when unsolicited live telesales calls are made to a person registered with the 
TPS.   
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the joint action plan were published in March196 and December 2014197 and included 
the following actions: 

• Ongoing, targeted enforcement action. The ICO and Ofcom will continue to 
take targeted enforcement action, where appropriate. In 2014, Ofcom opened 
four new formal enforcement cases, which cover silent and abandoned calls in 
the following sectors: insurance, lead generation and energy efficiency / Green 
Deal provision. Ofcom concluded three of these cases in 2014, with financial 
penalties in each case as follows: Ageas Retail Limited £10,000; MYIML Limited, 
£20,000; and Green Deal Savings Limited, £20,000. The fourth investigation, into 
Sambora Communications Incorporated, was concluded in January 2015, with a 
financial penalty of £8,000 issued198. In addition, Ofcom has taken enforcement 
action to bring companies into compliance without pursuing formal action. In the 
first three quarters of 2014, Ofcom took informal enforcement action against 43 
organisations following consumer complaints.  As a result, complaints linked to 
the telephone numbers used by 39 of those organisations have either stopped or 
fallen significantly, while four cases are continuing. 

• Improving call tracing and assessing technical measures to help address 
nuisance calls. For appropriate enforcement action to be taken, it is vital for 
Ofcom and the ICO to be able to identify the organisations generating the calls. 
Ofcom has worked with the industry to make it easier to trace calls by developing 
a new NICC199 standard to improve call tracing processes; this is now being 
routinely used by Ofcom. The industry and Ofcom have also worked to revise 
rules on the presentation of calling line identification (CLI) numbers, to help 
reduce problems that arise when calls are passed between voice over internet 
protocol (VoIP) and more traditional voice systems. These rules are due to be 
finalised by early 2015. The global body responsible for VoIP technical standards, 
the Internet Engineering Task Force (IETF), continues to develop a longer-term 
solution to make it harder for rogue callers to use VoIP to present deliberately 
misleading CLI. However, as this will require significant changes globally, it is 
likely to be at least five years before this work will have a significant impact. 
Ofcom has identified working with UK and international bodies to promote 
improvements in caller line identification as a significant work area in its 2015/16 
annual plan.   

• Effective coordinated action. We have continued to focus on taking a range of 
coordinated actions, including publication of the Ofcom/ICO study, to measure 
the effectiveness of the TPS at reducing the number of live telesales calls 
received.200 Other initiatives include the Nuisance Calls and Texts Task Force on 
consent and lead generation chaired, by Which?,201 legislative changes to make 
it easier for Ofcom to share intelligence with the ICO, and work with Trading 
Standards on issues relating to commercial alternatives to the TPS. We are also 
working with industry and consumer organisations on improved consumer 

196 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/consultations/silentcalls/JAP_update.pdf  
197 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/consultations/silentcalls/JAP_update_Dec2014.pdf  
198 Up-to-date information on Ofcom’s abandoned and silent calls enforcement work can be found 
here: http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/enforcement/competition-bulletins/open-cases/all-open-
cases/cw_905/  
199 This is the UK technical standards body for telecoms.  
200 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/telecoms-research/tps/tps-effectiveness.pdf  
201 The Task Force report was published on 8 December 2014 
http://www.staticwhich.co.uk/documents/pdf/nuisance-calls-task-force-report-388316.pdf  
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information and BT’s roll-out of its UK-wide programme to update its local 
exchanges so that, when they are not withheld, customers will be able to see the 
full telephone number on calls from abroad.  

• Updated consumer guides on nuisance calls and messages. In May 2014 
Ofcom launched two consumer guides to help promote wider access to tips on 
preventing and dealing with nuisance calls and messages. The first guide is a 
short online educational video202 that is available with subtitles to help people with 
hearing impairments. The second guide provides advice on preventing nuisance 
calls in an 'Easy Read' format203 designed to be easily understood by people with 
learning disabilities. In addition, following research which found that consumers 
cited their communications provider as the most popular place to go when 
seeking advice about nuisance calls,  Ofcom has reviewed the consumer advice 
provided by key communications providers on their websites and by their call 
centres, and has written to them setting out the essential information that should 
be provided.  

6.45 Ofcom and the ICO will provide a further update on the joint action plan by the end 
of 2015.   

6.46 Ofcom has also launched a review of its current statement of policy on persistent 
misuse which sets out how we are likely to use our powers under s128 to s130 of 
the Communications Act.  

6.47 On 1 October 2014, Ofcom issued a Call for Inputs204 seeking initial views from 
stakeholders  on what, if any, changes could be made to: 

• help make enforcement more efficient and effective; 

• reflect technological developments or other changes in the call centre industry; or 

• clarify the policy to make it easier for companies to understand and follow.  

6.48 Ofcom’s next steps will be informed by the responses to the Call for Inputs. We plan 
to publish a consultation in the second quarter of 2015, setting out any proposals for 
changes to the policy statement, followed by a final statement in the fourth quarter of 
2015. 

Standard terms in contracts for communications services 

6.49 Consumers are generally subject to standard terms and conditions when they enter 
into contracts for fixed-line telephone, broadband and mobile services. Standard 
terms in consumer contracts are subject to the Unfair Terms in Consumer Contract 
Regulations 1999 (UTCCRs). In addition, General Condition 9 (GC9) requires all CPs 
to include certain minimum contract terms. The contract defines key aspects of the 
relationship between the consumer and the CP, so it is important that Ofcom ensures 
that CPs comply with the relevant regulations to protect consumers’ rights. 

202 http://consumers.ofcom.org.uk/phone/tackling-nuisance-calls-and-messages/  
203 http://consumers.ofcom.org.uk/files/2014/05/easy-read-nuisance-calls-guide.pdf 
204 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/consultations/review-persistent-misuse-
powers/summary/condoc.pdf  
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6.50 GC9 sets out the requirement to offer contracts with minimum terms. The condition 
includes requirements relating to the provision of information, the length of contracts 
and the conditions for termination. 

6.51 In May 2011, and following public consultation, Ofcom made modifications to GC9 to 
take account of the changes to the Universal Service Directive. In September 2011, 
GC9 was further modified to take account of Ofcom's decision to prohibit 
automatically renewable contracts (ARCs) for residential customers (and businesses 
with ten or fewer employees) in the fixed voice and broadband sectors.  

6.52 Since January 2012, we have been monitoring CPs’ compliance with GC9 under a 
monitoring and enforcement programme205. Our objectives for this programme are: 

• to identify any problems (including consumer concerns) in relation to CPs’ 
compliance with GC9 and, where appropriate, the UTCCRs;  

• to identify any problems raised by CPs in relation to the interpretation of the 
provisions in GC9; and 

• to take appropriate action dependent on the nature and extent of issues 
identified. 

6.53 Under this programme, we identified an area of concern relating to the fairness of 
contract terms relating to mid-contract price increases, where many consumers 
appeared to be caught unawares by price rises in what they believed to be fixed price 
contracts.  

6.54 Following a review, including public consultation, in October 2013, Ofcom issued 
guidance which clarified the rules (GC9.6) in respect of mid-contract price rises. The 
guidance set out that if a provider wishes to increase the monthly subscription price 
(or prices) agreed by the consumer at the point of sale, the consumer should be 
given at least one month’s notice of the increase and be allowed to exit the contract 
without penalty. The guidance applies to contracts entered into after 23 January 
2014. For contracts entered into before 23 January 2014, Ofcom will consider the 
application of GC9.6 on a case-by-case basis and consider taking enforcement 
action as appropriate in accordance with our published enforcement guidelines.   

6.55 This year, we have focused on monitoring compliance with the guidance and GC9.6, 
taking action as appropriate.  

6.56 This programme is ongoing.  

Complaints handling and redress 

6.57 Fair, transparent and effective complaints-handling processes both protect 
consumers and empower them in their dealings with CPs and postal operators. 

6.58 All CPs in the UK are required under General Condition 14 to have a complaints 
code of practice that complies with standards set by Ofcom, and to provide access to 
an alternative dispute resolution (ADR) scheme approved by Ofcom. 

205 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/enforcement/competition-bulletins/open-cases/all-open-
cases/cw_01082/ 
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6.59 All postal operators in the UK are required under Consumer Protection Condition 3.2 
to have simple, inexpensive and transparent procedures in place for dealing with 
complaints, which facilitate the fair and prompt settlement of disputes. In addition, 
regulated postal operators must have a complaints handling procedure which meets 
the requirements of Consumer Protection Condition 3.3, must publish a consumer 
complaints report and must be a member of a redress scheme (e.g. an ADR service) 
approved by Ofcom206.        

6.60 ADR and redress schemes are an important part of the consumer experience in 
communications and postal markets. They examine the evidence and make 
independent decisions about eligible cases referred to them by consumers whose 
complaints have not been resolved by the CP or regulated postal operator (in 
telecoms, this is after a period of eight weeks)207. Decisions can require the CP or 
regulated postal operator to take appropriate action to put the matter right, and may 
also include some form of compensation such as a financial award. This process can 
improve the outcome for those consumers whose complaints might otherwise take 
too long to resolve or even remain unresolved. It also gives CPs and regulated postal 
operators additional incentives to improve their own complaints-handling procedures 
and to resolve complaints quickly and effectively.  

Telecoms 

6.61 In telecoms, there are two Ofcom-approved ADR schemes: 

• Ombudsman Services208; and  

• The Communications and Internet Services Adjudication Scheme (CISAS)209. 

6.62 In September 2012 Ofcom introduced a number of ‘decision-making principles’ to 
help safeguard against any potential inconsistencies in the way the two schemes 
deal with and resolve consumer complaints, which should result in better outcomes 
for consumers.  

Telecoms complaint handling rules 

6.63 Our complaint handling rules under General Condition 14.4 (GC14.4) 210 require CPs 
to have in place procedures that comply with certain minimum standards, including 
obligations to improve consumer awareness of ADR. Specifically, CPs must: 

• comply with the Ofcom Code of Practice for Complaints Handling211, which 
requires them, among other things, to: 

206 A Consumer Protection Condition is a regulatory condition imposed in accordance with section 51 
of, and paragraph 3 of Schedule 6 of, the Postal Services Act 2011. 
207 For complaints about regulated postal services, consumers can go to ADR if the regulated postal 
operator notifies them that it is unable to resolve the complaint, after the time period the regulated 
postal operator has specified for resolving the complaint has expired, or if the consumer has been 
unable to log a complaint with the regulated postal operator despite making reasonable attempts to do 
so. 
208 http://www.ombudsman-services.org 
209 www.cisas.org.uk  
210 See: 
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/telecoms/ga/GENERAL_CONDITIONS_22Sept2014.pdf#pa
ge=31 
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o ensure the fair and timely resolution of complaints; 

o have low-cost options in place for consumers to make a complaint; and 

o have a dedicated Code regarding their complaints process, which must be 
well-publicised, including being no more than two clicks away from their 
primary web page. 

• write to consumers whose complaints have not been resolved within eight weeks 
to inform them of their right to go to ADR; and 

• include information about the availability of ADR on all paper bills.  

Telecoms complaint handling: monitoring and enforcement programme 

6.64 In February 2013, we opened a monitoring and enforcement programme to assess 
CPs’ compliance with our rules, in the light of significant numbers of complaints to 
Ofcom relating to customer service and complaints handling issues, and concerns 
about low levels of awareness among consumers of the right to go to ADR if the 
complaint remains unresolved after eight weeks.212  

6.65 As part of the programme, we conducted desk research and formally requested 
information from the main fixed and mobile CPs about their complaints handling 
processes. As a result of this exercise, we opened formal investigations under 
GC14.4 into Three and Everything Everywhere (EE). We concluded the investigation 
into Three in October 2014, resulting in a financial penalty of £250,000 for failing to 
comply with Ofcom's rules on handling customer complaints213. In particular, the 
investigation found that Three:   

• was applying in practice a definition of a ‘complaint’ which was narrower than that 
used in GC14.4. This narrower definition of a ‘complaint’ continued from 18 
March 2013 to 15 October 2013; 

• was closing complaints without establishing that they were resolved. The 
outcome of such closure was that (i) complaints were not resolved in a fair and 
timely manner (or indeed at all) as required by paragraph 3(a) of the Ofcom Code 
and (ii) affected Three customers did not receive the written notification of their 
right to go to ADR after eight weeks, referred to in paragraph 4(d) of the Ofcom 
Code; and 

• was sending paper bills to domestic customers that did not make reference to the 
fact that Three customers can use the ADR scheme free of charge, as required 
by paragraph 4(d) of the Ofcom Code. This practice continued from 22 July 2011 
to 3 October 2013. 

6.66 The investigation into EE is ongoing.  

211http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/telecoms/ga-scheme/general-conditions/customer-code-practice/ 
212 See: http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/enforcement/competition-bulletins/open-cases/all-open-
cases/cw_01101/ 
213 See: http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/enforcement/competition-bulletins/closed-cases/all-closed-
cases/cw_01112/ 
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Postal services 

6.67 In post, there is one Ofcom-approved scheme: The Postal Redress Service 
(POSTRS)214. 

6.68 In March 2012, Ofcom confirmed the new regulatory regime for post, including the 
consumer protection conditions.215 We monitor compliance with these obligations and 
monitor their effectiveness. 

6.69 In December 2014, we started a project reviewing complaints handling and 
alternative dispute resolution (ADR) in post. The current arrangements were 
introduced in 2008, and since then there have been major changes in the postal 
market, including a change in the mix of mail sent, and greater participation by postal 
operators other than Royal Mail in the handling of mail. It is therefore timely to review 
the effectiveness of the current regulatory requirements. We aim to complete our 
review and publish our decision towards the end of 2015. 

Unexpectedly high bills (UHB) or ‘bill shock’ 

6.70 Over the past couple of years we have focused on reducing UHBs for contract mobile 
phones, as our research shows this is where consumers tend to experience UHBs 
most often.216 We have secured a number of improvements for mobile contract 
consumers (including the provision of near–data-allowance alerts and improved 
usage management tools). Our engagement with mobile operators and the steps 
they have taken to date, along with work we and other stakeholders have undertaken 
to increase consumer awareness about how to avoid UHBs, appears to be having a 
positive effect. Complaints received by the Ofcom CCT have remained at low levels, 
and consumer research published in September 2014217 indicates a further decline in 
the overall proportion of consumers experiencing UHBs, and a drop in the average 
level of harm experienced.  

6.71 However, we continue to have particular concerns about UHBs caused by lost/stolen 
phones. Currently, consumers are liable for charges for any unauthorised use from 
the time their phone is lost or stolen up to the point at which they notify their operator 
of the loss/theft. Our research suggests that this affects only a small proportion of 
consumers, but we are concerned that in many of these cases the level of harm can 
be high, with bills sometimes running into thousands of pounds.  

6.72 We therefore raised this issue with the Government and suggested that it should 
consider introducing legislation, similar to that in the payment card market, to cap a 
consumer’s liability for charges for unauthorised use.  

6.73 We were encouraged when, in December 2013, the Government announced an 
agreement with four major UK mobile phone providers to introduce a voluntary cap 
on liability for usage charges associated with a lost or stolen mobile phone. We are 
continuing to support the Government in its work to tackle this serious issue.      

214 http://www.postrs.org.uk/  
215 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/consultations/review-of-regulatory-conditions/statement/  
216 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/consultations/unexpectedly-high-
bills/statement/report.pdf 
217http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/telecoms-research/bill-
shock/1398439/Bill_shock_chart_pack.pdf  
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6.74 In addition, we are continuing to monitor UHBs and will raise concerns and engage 
with operators as appropriate. We are also continuing to ensure compliance with the 
Roaming Regulations. 

Inadvertent roaming 
 
6.75 Mobile phone users in Northern Ireland (NI), particularly in border regions, may incur 

international roaming charges without ever leaving the country. Inadvertent roaming 
occurs when the signal from a domestic UK network is weak or unavailable and a 
phone picks up a stronger signal from a mast in the Republic of Ireland. In these 
cases, users can be charged more expensive international roaming rates, which can 
lead to UHBs. 

6.76 EU legislation requires that mobile operators take reasonable steps to protect their 
customers from paying inadvertent roaming charges. Ofcom has been working with 
the main operators in Northern Ireland to understand the steps they have taken and 
to encourage further action.  

6.77 Operators have tackled this problem in a number of ways. Some offer special tariffs 
and apps that can help reduce inadvertent roaming costs. During 2014 one operator, 
EE, introduced new traffic steering mechanisms in Northern Ireland which mean 
customers are more likely to remain on the EE network, rather than roaming onto 
Irish mobile networks, when they are near the border. Operators also provide specific 
advice to their customers, including on their websites, about reducing the exposure to 
these charges, Ofcom has published a consumer guide (recently updated) with 
information on inadvertent roaming in NI, including advice on how consumers can 
help to reduce or avoid expensive inadvertent roaming charges218. 

Postal services 

6.78 We monitor various aspects of Royal Mail’s performance on a continuous basis and 
bring this together in our annual monitoring update of the postal market219. 

6.79 Ofcom also meets Royal Mail on a quarterly basis to discuss any customer-related 
issues of concern, including quality of service performance and consumer 
complaints220. We identify areas where we expect Royal Mail to improve its 
performance, failing which we could consider taking enforcement action. 

Video-on-demand services 

6.80 Ofcom has powers in relation to the regulation of on-demand programme services 
(ODPS). We work in conjunction with two ODPS co-regulators, the Authority for 
Television on Demand (ATVOD) as the co-regulator for editorial content, and the 
Advertising Standards Authority (ASA) as the co-regulator for advertising content.  

218 http://www.ofcom.org.uk/files/2014/01/ni-roaming.pdf  
219 See section 5 of the report on postal customers and consumers, 
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/post/post/Annual_monitoring_update_2012-13.pdf 
220 Ofcom does not publish data for consumer complaints about postal services. However, all 
regulated postal operators, including Royal Mail, are required to publish annual complaints data. 
Additionally, Royal Mail is required to publish quarterly reports, which also show the amount of 
compensation paid. 
http://www.royalmail.com/sites/default/files/RoyalMail_ConsumerComplaints_and_Compensation_Re
port_201213.pdf 
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6.81 Ofcom retains the power to sanction ODPS providers which do not comply with 
ATVOD’s rules. Over the course of the past year Ofcom has sanctioned a number of 
providers who failed to protect children from the sexually explicit adult material they 
were providing on their services, by issuing statutory notices to service providers 
instructing them to remove the material immediately. Two services complied 
immediately with Ofcom’s request and put in place measures that protect children 
from such material. In addition, Ofcom fined the service www.hardglam.com £1500 
for failing to place hardcore pornographic material behind adequate content access 
controls221.  

6.82 In order to ensure that consumers and children are further protected online, Ofcom 
has worked with the Government to draw up new legislation which prohibits material 
that the British Board of Film Classification (BBFC) would consider to be 
unclassifiable from appearing on ODPS. The new legislation also makes it clear that 
R18 equivalent material must be placed behind adequate access controls to protect 
under-18s.  

Internet safety online  

6.83 In relation to child safety online, Ofcom has produced three reports, at the request of 
DCMS, looking at parental mediation of the internet, including the strategies and 
tools used by parents to protect their children online. The first report, published in 
January 2014222, examined the context of parenting in a digital age and reported on 
the broad strategies parents can adopt to improve children’s online safety, the levels 
of parental awareness and confidence with the safety measures which may be in 
place on sites regularly visited by children, and research into why parents choose not 
to apply parental control tools. 

6.84 The  second report, published in July 2014223, looked at action taken by the UK’s four 
main internet service providers (ISPs) - BT, Sky, TalkTalk and Virgin Media - to meet 
the commitments they made to DCMS to implement ‘family friendly filtering’; by the 
end of December 2013 for new customers, and then extending it to all customers.  

6.85 The third report was delivered to DCMS in December 2014 and will be published in 
January 2015, updating the first report, with findings from Ofcom’s 2014 Children’s 
and Adults’ Media Literacy Tracker. The report provides an overview of how parents 
are mediating their children’s access to, and use of, media. It examines four 
approaches: regularly talking to children about managing online risks; rules about 
media use; supervision of media use; and technical tools. DCMS has now requested 
a fourth report in 2015 which will use Ofcom’s data from the 2015 Children’s and 
Adults’ Media Literacy Tracker and report on industry developments such as the 
implementation of network-level filtering for existing customers of the major ISPs.  

UKCCIS 

6.86 Ofcom sits on the Executive Board of the UK Council for Child Internet Safety 
(UKCCIS) which brings together over 200 organisations to help keep children and 
young people safe online. Ofcom is also a member of the UKCCIS Evidence Group, 
to keep abreast of others’ research in this area and ensure that Ofcom’s research is 
shared and used as widely as possible.  

221 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/enforcement/content-sanctions-
adjudications/HardGlam_sanction.pdf  
222 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/internet/internet-safety-measures.pdf  
223 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/internet/internet_safety_measures_2.pdf  
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Annex 1 

1 Glossary of terms and definitions224 
2G Second generation of mobile telephony systems. Uses digital transmission to support 
voice, low-speed data communications, and short messaging services. 

3G Third generation of mobile systems. Provides high-speed data transmission and supports 
multi-media applications such as video, audio and internet access, alongside conventional 
voice services. 

4G Fourth generation of mobile systems. It is designed to provide faster data download and 
upload speeds on mobile networks. 

ADSL Asymmetric digital subscriber line. A digital technology that allows the use of a 
standard telephone line to provide high speed data communications. Allows higher speeds in 
one direction (towards the customer) than the other. 

Bandwidth Measure of maximum capacity of a data link in a telecommunications network. 
Usually expressed in Kbit/s or Mbit/s. 

Broadband A service or connection that is capable of supporting always-on services which 
provide the end-user with high data transfer speeds. A large-capacity service or connection 
that allows a considerable amount of information to be conveyed - often used for transmitting 
bulk data or video or for rapid internet access. 

Bundle Multiple communications services purchased together from the same provider. 

Cancel Other Industry term for a customer’s current provider cancelling the request from a 
new supplier to switch their customer account, due to the customer being slammed. 

CCT Consumer Contact Team (previously known as the Ofcom Advisory Team). 

Communications Act The Communications Act 2003, which came into force in July 2003. 

Complaints code of practice Document required of all communications providers that is 
easily accessible to consumers and sets out the correct procedures for consumers to follow 
should they need to make a complaint. 

CP Communications provider. A person or company providing an electronic communications 
network or providing an electronic communications service. 

DAB Digital audio broadcasting. A set of internationally accepted standards for the 
technology by which terrestrial digital radio multiplex services are broadcast in the UK. 

DCMS Department for Culture, Media and Sport 

DEADLOCK LETTER A letter or email from a communications provider to a Complainant 
agreeing that the complaint can be referred to the relevant alternative dispute resolution 
scheme. 

224 These are not binding or statutory definitions but are written in broad layman’s terms to aid the 
reader. More comprehensive definitions are in other Ofcom or legislative documents. 
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DSL Digital subscriber line. A family of technologies generally referred to as DSL, or xDSL, 
capable of transforming ordinary phone lines (also known as 'twisted copper pairs') into high-
speed digital lines, capable of supporting advanced services such as fast internet access 
and video-on-demand. ADSL, HDSL (high data rate digital subscriber line) and VDSL (very 
high data rate digital subscriber line) are all variants of xDSL). 

DTT Digital terrestrial television. Currently most commonly delivered through the Freeview 
service. 

Internet A global network of networks, using a common set of standards (e.g. internet 
protocol), accessed by users with a computer via a service provider. 

Involuntary non-ownership Where potential consumers are without access to a service but 
not through choice. 

IP (internet protocol) The packet data protocol used for routing and carrying messages 
across the internet and similar networks. 

IPTV Internet protocol television. The term used for television and/or video signals that are 
delivered to subscribers or viewers using internet protocol (IP), the technology that is also 
used to access the internet. Typically used in the context of streamed linear and on-demand 
content, but also sometimes for downloaded video clips. 

ISP Internet service provider. A provider of access to the internet. 

Kbit/s Kilobits per second (1,000 bits per second). A unit of measurement of data 
transmission speed. 

LLU Local loop unbundling. Process whereby incumbent operators (in the UK this is BT and 
KCOM) make their local network (the lines that run from the customers’ premises to the 
telephone exchange) available to other communications providers. The process requires the 
competitor to deploy its own equipment in the incumbent’s local exchange and to establish a 
backhaul connection between this equipment and its core network.  

Local loop Access network connection between the customer’s premises and the local 
PSTN exchange, usually a loop comprised by two copper wires twisted together. 

LTE Long term evolution. This is a 4G technology which is designed to provide faster upload 
and downloads speeds for data on mobile networks.    

Mbit/s Megabits per second (1,000,000 bits per second). A unit of measurement of data 
transmission speed. 

Migration authorisation code (MAC) A unique code that a customer must give to his or her 
new broadband service provider, to allow the service to be transferred smoothly from the 
existing service provider. 

Mis-selling A term that covers a range of sales and marketing activities that can work 
against the interests of both consumers and competition and can undermine confidence in 
the industry as a whole. 

MNO Mobile network operator, a provider who owns a cellular mobile network. 

Mobile broadband Various types of wireless, high speed internet access through a mobile 
telephone or a mobile data dongle. 
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Mobile termination The charge operators which originate calls have to pay to mobile 
operators to deliver calls to their mobile customers. 

Multichannel In the UK, this refers to the provision or receipt of television services other 
than the main five channels (BBC One and Two, ITV1, Channel 4/S4C, Five) plus local 
analogue services. 'Multichannel homes' comprise all those with digital terrestrial TV, 
satellite TV, digital cable or analogue cable, or TV over broadband. Also used as a noun to 
refer to a channel only available on digital platforms (or analogue cable). 

Multiplex A device that sends multiple signals or streams of information on a carrier at the 
same time in the form of a single, complex signal. The separate signals are then recovered 
at the receiving end. 

MVNO Mobile virtual network operator. An organisation which provides mobile telephony 
services to its customers, but does not have allocation of spectrum or its own wireless 
network and instead, buys a wholesale service from a mobile network operator. 

Narrowband A service or connection providing data speeds up to 128Kbit/s, for example via 
an analogue telephone line. 

Net neutrality The principle that all traffic on the internet should be treated equally, 
regardless of content, site or platform. 

Next generation access networks (NGA) New or upgraded access networks that will allow 
substantial improvements in broadband speeds and quality of service compared to 
traditional services. This can be based on a number of technologies including cable, fixed 
wireless and mobile. Most often used to refer to networks using fibre optic technology. 

Not-spot An area which is not covered by any mobile networks. 

Omnibus Quantitative market research survey carrying questions on different topics. 

Openreach The access division of BT which provides equivalent inputs to services provided 
in downstream markets by other divisions of BT and other network and service providers. 

PC Personal computer. 

Platform The device on which a technology runs. 

Postcode The geographic area identified by letters and numbers which appears as the first 
part of a postcode, e.g. SW8. 

Postal Services Act The Postal Services Act 2011, which came into force in October 2011.  

PSTN Public switched telephone network. The network that manages circuit switched fixed-
line telephone systems (e.g. BT’s current copper telephone network). 

Silent call Telephone call generated by a dialler which does not have an agent immediately 
available to handle the call. 

SIM-only A mobile contract that is sold without a handset. 

Slamming Unauthorised switching of a customer's phone service to another carrier. 

Smartphone A mobile phone that offers more advanced computing ability and connectivity 
than a basic ‘feature’ phone. 
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SMS Short messaging service. 

Socio-economic group (SEG) A social classification, classifying the population into social 
grades, usually on the basis of the Market Research Society occupational groupings (MRS, 
1991). The groups are defined as follows. 

A.  Professionals such as doctors, solicitors or dentists, chartered people like 
architects; fully qualified people with a large degree of responsibility such as senior 
civil servants, senior business executives and high ranking grades within the armed 
forces. Retired people, previously grade A, and their widows. 

B.   People with very senior jobs such as university lecturers, heads of local 
government departments, middle management in business organisations, bank 
managers, police inspectors, and upper grades in the armed forces. 

C1.  All others doing non-manual jobs, including nurses, technicians, 
pharmacists, salesmen, publicans, clerical workers, police sergeants and middle 
ranks of the armed forces. 

C2. Skilled manual workers, foremen, manual workers with special qualifications 
such as lorry drivers, security officers and lower grades of the armed forces. 

D. Semi-skilled and unskilled manual workers, including labourers and those 
serving apprenticeships. Machine minders, farm labourers, lab assistants and 
postmen. 

E. Those on the lowest levels of subsistence including all those dependent 
upon the state long-term. Casual workers, and those without a regular income. 

Standalone service A single communications service purchased from a provider, which is 
not purchased alongside any additional service. However, other services may be purchased 
from a different provider. 

Tariff Schedule of rates and charges for a service. 

UHF Ultra-high frequency. The frequency range from 300MHz to 1GHz. 

Usage limit Monthly limits on the amount of data users can download, imposed by fixed and 
mobile operators for some of their packages. 

USD Universal Service Directive. Directive 2002/22/EC of the European Parliament and of 
the Council on Universal Service and Users’ Rights, relating to electronic communications 
networks and services. 

USO Universal service obligation. An obligation placed on a universal service provider 
requiring it to supply a service. 

VoIP Voice over internet protocol. A technology that allows users to send calls using internet 
protocol, using either the public internet or private IP networks. 

Voluntary non-ownership Where potential consumers are without access to services, 
primarily due to a perceived lack of need for a service or satisfaction with using alternative 
methods. 
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VULA Virtual unbundled local access. Provides a connection from the nearest ‘local’ 
aggregation point to the customer’s premises.  

WiMAX A wireless MAN (metropolitan area network) technology, based on the 802.16 
standard. It can be used for both fixed and mobile data applications. 

WLR Wholesale line rental. A regulatory instrument requiring the operator of local access 
lines to make this service available to competing providers at a wholesale price so those 
other providers can offer services to retail customers using those lines. 
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Annex 2 

2 Further information on publications and 
workstreams 
Publications cited in the text 

Document Publication Date Further information 

Ofcom Report on 
Internet safety measures 
- Strategies of parental 
protection for children 
online 

15 January 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/i
nternet/internet-safety-measures.pdf 

Consumer Experience of 
2013 Research Report 

28 January 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/resea
rch/consumer-experience/tce-
13/TCE_Research_final.pdf 

Consumer Experience 
Policy Evaluation Report 

28 January 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/resea
rch/consumer-experience/tce-
13/TCE_Policy_Final.pdf 

Public Sector Spectrum 
Release (PSSR) 
Technical coexistence 
issues for the 2.3 and 
3.4 GHz award - 
consultation 

19 February 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/c
onsultations/pssr-2014/summary/pssr.pdf 

Update on the ICO and 
Ofcom Joint Action Plan 
for tackling nuisance 
calls and messages 

03 March 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/c
onsultations/silentcalls/JAP_update.pdf 

Annual Plan 2014-2015 31 March 2014 http://www.ofcom.org.uk/about/annual-
reports-and-plans/annual-plans/annual-
plan-2014-15/   

Adults’ Media Use and 
Attitudes Report 2014 

29 April 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/resea
rch/media-literacy/adults-
2014/2014_Adults_report.pdf  

Quality of live subtitling - 
first report 

30 April 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/c
onsultations/subtitling/statement/sampling-
report.pdf  

Spectrum Management 
Strategy 

30 April 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/c
onsultations/spectrum-management-
strategy/statement/statement.pdf 
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Payment and billing 
methods research 

15 May 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/resea
rch/telecoms-research/bill-
shock/1398439/Payment_Methods.pdf  

Nuisance Calls Panel 
Research 

23 May 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-
research/other/telecoms-
research/nuisance_calls_research/ 
 

Mobile Data Strategy - 
statement 

28 May 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/consultati
ons/mobile-data-strategy/statement/ 

Mobile call termination 
market review 2015-18 - 
consultation 

04 June 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/consultati
ons/mobile-call-termination-14/  

Fixed Access Market 
Reviews - statement 

26 June 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/telecoms/
ga-scheme/specific-conditions-
entitlement/market-power/fixed-access-
market-reviews-2014/statement/  

Wholesale Broadband 
Access Market Review - 
statement 

26 June 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/consultati
ons/review-wba-markets/statement/  

Consumer Switching - 
call for inputs 

17 July 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/c
onsultations/consumer-switching-
cfi/summary/Consumer_switching_cfi.pdf  

Research into consumer 
views on the importance 
of communications 
services and their 
affordability 

22 July 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-
data-research/other/cross-
media/affordability/  

Ofcom Report on 
Internet safety measures 
- Internet Service 
Providers: Network level 
filtering measures 

22 July 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/i
nternet/internet_safety_measures_2.pdf 

Research into the 
effectiveness of the 
Telephone Preference 
Service (TPS) 

24 July 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-
research/other/telecoms-research/tps-
effectiveness/ 
 

Communications Market 
Report 

07 August 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-
data-research/market-
data/communications-market-
reports/cmr14/ 
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Consumer experiences 
of mobile phone calls 
report 

12 August 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/r
esearch/telecoms-research/consumer-
experiences-mobile-phone-calls/report.pdf 

Children's online 
behaviour: issues of risk 
and trust report 

23 September 
2014 

http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-
data-research/other/research-
publications/childrens/online-behaviour/  

Digital Radio Report 
2014 

25 September 
2014 

http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/r
esearch/radio-research/digital-radio-
reports/2014_Digital_Radio_Report.pdf 

Review of how we use 
our persistent misuse 
powers: Focus on silent 
and abandoned calls - 
call for inputs 

01 October 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/c
onsultations/review-persistent-misuse-
powers/summary/condoc.pdf  

UK fixed-line broadband 
performance, May 2014 
- research report 

03 October 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/r
esearch/broadband-
research/may2014/Fixed_bb_speeds_May
_2014.pdf  

Children and Parents: 
Media Use and Attitudes 
report 

09 October 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-
data-research/other/research-
publications/childrens/children-parents-
oct-14/  

Digital Day 2014 13 October 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-
research/other/cross-media/digital-
day/2014/?a=0 
 

Quality of live subtitling - 
second report 

05 November 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/c
onsultations/subtitling/statement/QOS_sec
ond_report.pdf  

Communications 
Services and SMEs - 
call for inputs 

06 November 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/c
onsultations/smes-
cfi/summary/SMEs_CFI.pdf 

SME experience of 
communications 
services – research 
report 

06 November 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/r
esearch/telecoms-
research/sme/sme_research_report.pdf 

Measuring mobile 
broadband performance 
in the UK - research 
report 

13 November 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/r
esearch/broadband-research/mbb-
nov14.pdf 
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Decision to make the 
700 MHz band available 
for mobile data - 
statement 

19 November 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/consultati
ons/700MHz/statement/ 

Digital Day- results from 
the children’s diary study 

25 November 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-
research/other/cross-media/digital-
day/2014/digital-day-childrens 
 

Mobile Coverage 
Research 

01 December 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/r
esearch/telecoms-
research/Mobile_coverage_report_Decem
ber_2014.pdf 

Annual monitoring 
update on the postal 
market - second report 

02 December 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/p
ost/monitoring-report-13-14/annual-
monitoring-update-postal-2013-14.pdf  

Royal Mail Access 
Pricing Review - 
consultation 

02 December 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/consultati
ons/rm-access-pricing/. 

End to end competition 
in the postal sector 
review - statement 

02 December 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/post/end-
to-end-statement/.  

Award of the 2.3 and 3.4 
GHz spectrum bands: 
Update on the 
coexistence of 2.3 GHz 
LTE with Wi-Fi in the 
2400 to 2483.5 MHz 
range and other 
coexistence issues 

03 December 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/consultations/
pssr-2014/updated-analysis/ 
 

Infrastructure Report 08 December 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/r
esearch/infrastructure/2014/infrastructure-
14.pdf 

Tackling nuisance calls 
and messages: update 
on the Ofcom and ICO 
Joint Action Plan 

10 December 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/c
onsultations/silentcalls/JAP_update_Dec2
014.pdf 

International 
Communications Market 
Report  

11 December 2014  http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/resea
rch/cmr/cmr14/icmr/ICMR_2014.pdf  

Quality of customer 
service report 

12 December 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/r
esearch/quality-of-customer-service-
annual-
reports/Quality_of_Customer_Service_201
4_report.pdf 
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PSB Annual Report  15 December 2014  http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/broad
cast/reviews-investigations/psb-
review/psb3/PSB_Annual_Report_2014.pdf  

Review of the pay TV 
wholesale must-offer 
obligation - consultation 

19 December 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/consultati
ons/wholesale-must-offer/ 

Digital Day – report on 
the findings among older 
people   

28 January 2015 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-
research/other/cross-media/digital-
day/2014/?a=0  

Consumer Switching 
Experience  

28 January 2015  http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-
research/other/telecoms-research/consumer-
switching/  

Telecoms quarterly 
tables  

Quarterly  http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-
research/market-data/communications-market-
reports/tables/  
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New regulations and enforcement actions cited in the text 

Action Date Further information 
New protections for 
consumers from 
unexpected mid-contract 
price rises 

23 January 2014 http://media.ofcom.org.uk/news/2014/prot
ection-for-consumers-against-
unexpected-mid-contract-price-rises/ 

Changes to geographic 
phone numbers 

01 October 2014 http://media.ofcom.org.uk/files/2014/aber
deen_local_dialling_release.pdf 

Ageas Retail Limited 
issued £10,000 fine for 
making silent and 
abandoned calls 

01 October 2014 http://media.ofcom.org.uk/news/2014/age
as-fined/ 

Next generation text 
relay launched 

06 October 2014 http://media.ofcom.org.uk/news/2014/next
-gen-text-relay-oct14/ 

Three fined £250,000 
over complaints handling 

08 October 2014 http://media.ofcom.org.uk/news/2014/thre
e-action/ 

SME business portal 
launched 

06 November 2014 www.ofcom.org.uk/adviceforbusinesses 

MYIML Limited and 
Green Deal Savings 
Limited issued fines 
totalling £40,000 in 
respect of silent and 
abandoned calls. 

10 December 2014 http://media.ofcom.org.uk/news/2014/ofco
m-issues-fines-for-abandoned-calls/ 

Hardglam fined £1500 
for failing to place 
hardcore pornographic 
materials beyond 
adequate content access 
controls.  

11 December 2014 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/
enforcement/content-sanctions-
adjudications/HardGlam_sanction.pdf 

 

Ongoing programmes of work cited in the text 

Work programme Further information 
Media literacy research http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-

research/media-literacy-pubs/ 

Broadcast Bulletins http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/enforcement/broadcast-
bulletins/ 

Local TV licences http://licensing.ofcom.org.uk/tv-broadcast-
licences/local/award-decisions/ 

Community radio licences http://licensing.ofcom.org.uk/radio-broadcast-
licensing/community-radio/current-licensees/ 
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Consumer guides published in 2014 

Guide Further information 
Checklist for new phone or 
broadband contract 

http://consumers.ofcom.org.uk/phone/finding-the-right-
deal/new-phone-or-broadband-contract-checklist/ 

Advice for businesses http://consumers.ofcom.org.uk/ofcom-for-business-
consumers/ 

Using apps safely and 
securely on your mobile 
phone 

http://consumers.ofcom.org.uk/phone/mobile-phones/safety-
and-security/using-apps-safely-and-securely/ 

Practical tips for improving 
your broadband speeds 

http://consumers.ofcom.org.uk/internet/broadband-
speeds/broadband-speeds-2/ 

Broadband basics http://consumers.ofcom.org.uk/internet/broadband-
switching/broadband-basics/ 

Mobile phone locking and 
unlocking 

http://consumers.ofcom.org.uk/phone/mobile-
phones/changing-provider/mobile-phone-locking-and-
unlocking/ 

Inadvertent roaming in 
Northern Ireland 

http://consumers.ofcom.org.uk/phone/mobile-
phones/mobiles-abroad/inadvertentent-roaming-northern-
ireland/ 

Will your landline telephone 
work during a power cut? 

http://consumers.ofcom.org.uk/phone/problems-and-
complaints/landlines-and-power-cuts/ 

Don’t get spoofed by phone 
number scams 

http://consumers.ofcom.org.uk/phone/tackling-nuisance-calls-
and-messages/phone-spoof-scam/ 

Nuisance calls video http://consumers.ofcom.org.uk/phone/tackling-nuisance-calls-
and-messages/ 

'Easy Read' guide - 
nuisance calls and 
messages 

http://consumers.ofcom.org.uk/disability/easy-read-nuisance-
calls/ 

Text relay http://consumers.ofcom.org.uk/disability/text-relay-guide/ 
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