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Exploring how consumers respond to Information, 
Connection and Signposting Services (ICSS) 

- An Independent Review - 

Executive Summary 

1. This paper provides an independent review of the Consumer Behaviour and ICSS survey 

undertaken by The University of Nottingham on behalf of the Phone-paid Services 

Authority (PSA). In doing so I have reviewed the research report downloaded from the 

PSA website. 

2. In my view the research has little evidential value due to the low sample size, the lack of 

any clarity on how the participants were recruited or interviewed, and its unrepresentative 

participant profile.    

3. Given the small number of interviews undertaken the results could only be viewed as 

qualitative evidence that at best provides directional guidance on how and why consumers 

behave when searching for telephone numbers on the internet. The survey results could 

not be used as statistically reliable evidence.    

4. However, from what I have read in the report I have concerns that even the directional 

guidance is potentially flawed as the research report does not provide the level of detail 

required to provide assurance that this qualitative work has been undertaken rigorously. 

The report provides only cursory information about how the research was undertaken – 

there is nothing about how participants were recruited, and little on how the survey was 

administered. There is no mention of any testing of the survey instruments before the 

surveys were undertaken to ensure that the approach and questions asked were fit for 

purpose. The report does not provide any of the data (e.g. tabulations, hand counts, 

verbatim analysis) to provide any evidence to support the findings.   

5. The limited participant profile information provided indicates that those interviewed cannot 

be described as representative of consumers who use the internet to look for an 

organisation’s telephone number.  
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6. I also have concerns about the self-completion approach used to capture responses to 

the “Why” type questions (e.g. why do consumers decide whether a webpage is a third 

party ICSS or a webpage operated by a business?) and the way that these responses 

have been coded and analysed. In my view it is highly likely that the self-completion 

approach yielded less detailed and precise information than an interviewer-administered 

approach would have done.  

7. Setting aside these methodological flaws and looking just at the research findings,  I 

believe the report lacks balance as it tends to use examples selectively, does not consider 

all the available evidence when making key points, and in some cases draws conclusions 

that have no supporting evidence. 

8. I also think the report loses sight of the fact that a sizeable majority of participants correctly 

identified the ‘direct’ link of an organisation on a search page (as opposed to wrongly 

identifying an ICSS link as the direct link), and a sizeable majority correctly identified 

whether a webpage was from an ICSS or from the organisation they were trying to contact 

directly. These are important findings that need to be given much greater prominence in 

the report to provide balance to the conclusions. In my view the research does not provide 

much insight on the reasons why the majority of participants can correctly identify 

webpages/links but the minority cannot, and a much more rigorous investigation is 

required to provide an understanding of how and why consumers make the choices they 

do.   
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Background 

9. This paper provides an independent review of the Consumer Behaviour and ICSS survey 

undertaken by The University of Nottingham on behalf of the Phone-paid Services 

Authority (PSA). In doing so I have reviewed the research report downloaded from the 

PSA website and the Jigsaw report referenced in the PSA consultation document.  

10. The introduction to the report states that the research was conducted in summer 2017, 

using eye-tracking and online survey methods to consider: first, how consumers respond 

to search results containing ICSS and; second, how consumers respond to ICSS 

websites. The specific purpose of the research as stated in the introduction section, was 

to investigate:1) how consumers respond to search results setting out a variety of phone 

numbers for a particular business and; 2) how and why consumers decide whether a 

webpage is a third party ICSS or whether it is a web operated by a business they wish to 

contact and; 3) where do consumers look on webpages, and how does this affect their 

ability to identify whether a webpage is a third party ICSS or whether it is a webpage 

operated by a business who they wish to contact? 
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Methodology Review 

11. The objectives set for this project are reasonably clear and the use of the eye-tracking 

technology provides an interesting diagnostic tool as part of the research. 

12. However, there is very little information about the methods used to conduct the survey:  

no information on how participants were recruited for the survey; no information about how 

the surveys were conducted and what stimulus material was used in the survey and how 

this was controlled; no copies of the questionnaires used.   

13. The sample size for the project is low: the eye-tracking study involved 20 participants and 

the online survey 47 participants. Given the small number of interviews undertaken the 

results could only be viewed at best as qualitative directional guidance on how and why 

consumers behave when searching for telephone numbers on the internet. The survey 

results could not be used as statistically reliable evidence.    

14. However, I have concerns that even the directional guidance provided in the report is 

potentially flawed as the research report does not provide the level of detail required to 

provide assurance that this qualitative work has been undertaken rigorously. The basic 

methodology details are missing. Research findings are described in the report with no 

reference to whether these came from the eye-tracking or online survey. There is no 

information about base sizes where results are presented in % form - and given the low 

base sizes any percentages should be treated with extreme caution as there is little 

statistical reliability to the %s so presented. The report does not provide any of the data 

(e.g. tabulations, hand counts, verbatim analysis) that I would wish to see to determine 

whether the research findings are valid or not.    

15. The cursory information provided in Appendix A on the survey methodology raises major 

concerns about the participant profile. The previous Jigsaw research referenced in the 

PSA consultation paper indicated that the profile of those using search engines to look for 

telephone numbers and those using ICSS services is broadly aligned with the general 

population. Looking at the participant profile shown on page 24 of the University of 

Nottingham report, there are major imbalances compared against the UK population 

profile. In particular, both surveys have a heavy bias towards those in/having been through 

higher education with an extra-ordinary bias towards postgraduates (which leads me to 

think that many participants may have been recruited from those studying at the 

university). Both surveys are biased towards female participants, the eye-tracking survey 
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particularly so, and the average age profile for both surveys is considerably younger than 

the UK average (of adults aged 16+).  

16. The research purports to describe the views and behaviours of consumers - indeed it uses 

the phrase ‘average consumers’ on several occasions (e.g. the first line on page 17 states 

that “the research sought to test average consumers”). However, those interviewed in the 

surveys are not demographically representative of consumers, a fact that undermines the 

evidential value of the research.        

17. Furthermore, there is no mention in the report of any testing of the survey instruments 

before the surveys were undertaken to ensure that the approach and questions asked 

were fit for purpose. Typically for a regulatory survey of this importance I would expect to 

see some piloting and/or cognitive testing of the approach and questionnaires to ensure 

that participants understood the tasks they were being asked to do, and that they 

understood the language used in the questionnaires, and that all participants interpreted 

the meaning of the questions and any response categories in the same way. The lack of 

any method testing again raises doubts about the rigour of the research.     

18. I also have concerns about the way that responses from the “Why” type questions have 

been collected (for example, why do consumers decide whether a webpage is a third party 

ICSS or a webpage operated by a business?). It appears that a self-completion 

methodology was used to capture this information (certainly the online survey is self-

completion, it is not clear how this information was captured in the eye-tracking 

experiment). The problem with any kind of self-completion approach for capturing “Why” 

type information is that it allows no probing or prompting of responses to ensure that all 

reasons have been elicited and explained fully. Given that this was such an important part 

of the investigation (and has driven many of the conclusions in the report) I would have 

expected a professional interviewer-administered approach to have been used instead.  

  



7 
 

Review of Survey Findings 

19. I have concerns about the interpretation of some of the research findings in the report. 

20. The search-page - Being at the top of a search-page matters. The report says that 

“The eye-tracking undertaken shows that people primarily look at the top of a search page, 

even when this is not where the searched for company’s links appears, as in Figure 3”. 

Figure 3 is described in the report as a “typical result” (page 7 paragraph 1). The report 

also states that “Here the person focused almost entirely on the first result on the page, 

which was ultimately selected – but was not the actual company’s webpage” (banner 

conclusion under Figure 3). From a simple read of this text the reader might reasonably 

conclude that the typical consumer focuses almost entirely on just the first result of a 

search web page. However, this is clearly inconsistent with the finding that half of all 

participants correctly identified a search result as being affiliated to the organisation they 

wished to contact if the company’s link appeared seventh i.e. at the bottom of the results 

from a search page (my italics, source: Figure 2 on page 6). If half of all participants 

correctly identified the last link as the ‘direct’ one, at least half of all participants must have 

looked at the last search result on the page if they selected it, and by implication a sizeable 

majority must have looked at most if not all of the other search results (if as stated in the 

report participants were more likely to look at results towards the top of the page).  

21. This selective use of evidence to make a point in my view provides an unbalanced view 

of consumer behaviours. It is too simplistic and misleading to say that the typical consumer 

looks almost entirely at the first result of a webpage. 

22. Consumer behaviour on reaching the ‘selected’ webpage - Accuracy in attributing 

webpages. The report presents the %s who correctly identified whether the webpage they 

saw belonged to the searched for company or a third-party call connection service (page 

12). The report does not indicate which third-party webpages were shown to participants, 

and in which order, and therefore we do not know whether the examples shown were a 

fair representation of different ICSS webpages and whether there were any order effects. 

It is difficult therefore to draw any firm conclusions from the report as to whether incorrect 

identification is a problem for consumers or not. However, putting those concerns to one 

side, a key finding from the surveys is that a sizeable majority correctly identified whether 

a webpage was from the organisation or a third-party call connection service.  Yet this 

finding is given little prominence in either the detailed text (on page 12) or the conclusions 
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(on page 18). Again, a more balanced presentation of the results is required to provide a 

rounded view of consumer behaviours.  

23. Consumer behaviour on reaching the ‘selected’ webpage – What do consumers 

look at when asked to determine whether to use the phone number? The report 

describes reasons why participants selected the phone number or not (page 13), after 

participants had been asked to telephone the organisation directly. It is not clear which 

data source is being used for these results - whether it is just the online survey or both the 

eye-tracking and online surveys (we know it must include the online survey as participant 

37 is described in the footnote on page 13) – nor is it clear how this information was 

captured in the self-completion format. From the last bullet point where we see a couple 

verbatim comments it appears that the question was asked in an open-ended fashion (e.g. 

Why did you …. WRITE IN) and then coded at the analysis stage. I have assumed this to 

be the case. However, self-completion surveys are not best suited to capturing response 

to “Why” type questions - as there is no facility for probing of responses to ensure that all 

reasons have been mentioned and no opportunity for clarification to ensure that reasons 

have been described with precision. Any open-ended “Why” type question is typically 

answered much less fully in a self-completion survey compared with an interviewer-

administered approach, as respondents can be reluctant to type in lots of text. In my 

opinion a much better approach to capturing reasons for attribution would have been to 

have a properly trained interviewer ask the appropriate questions and probe responses 

accordingly.   

24. Without any prompting of responses, it is dangerous to conclude that participants did not 

consider an aspect when making a choice. With an interviewer administered approach we 

often see that aspects are mentioned only after prompting (e.g. what else made you think 

that?) Yet the report draws many conclusions about what consumers did not do or 

consider when making a choice from the self-completion verbatim responses. For 

example, on page 17 (last sentence) the report states that “consumers did not see or act 

upon statements that the call connection service was not affiliated with the organisation” 

and on page 18 (bullet point 6) that “most consumers do not look at the code prefix (08; 

09 etc.) of the phone number in order to identify whether the website is operated by a third 

party. 
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25. Looking at the pie chart results in Figure 7, I do not see any percentages, base description 

or sample size, therefore the chart is not that informative and does not show the extent of 

multi-coding. It would be useful therefore to see the actual %s. I would also like to see 

how the verbatim analysis was carried out, what listings were used to generate the over-

codes, how these over-codes were identified, and which verbatim comments were 

assigned to each code. Coding can be a complex and time-consuming task particularly on 

projects with small sample sizes and where there is a wide range of potential responses. 

For example, how were the two verbatim comments cited in the last bullet point of page 

13 assigned? The report implies that these were both coded to ‘Graphics and Layout’ but 

in my view they are describing different aspects which are not usefully aggregated under 

one ‘Graphics and layout’ code, as it obscures important differences in response. I cite 

this by way of example of how coding can provide a too simplistic view of responses if not 

carried out professionally.   

26. The report provides just a few very brief verbatim comments to support its findings (it is 

not clear whether these are extracts from or the whole verbatim comment). It would have 

been more helpful if a full list of the verbatim comments had been provided with the report. 

27. Consumer behaviour on reaching the ‘selected’ webpage – When people correctly 

identify third-party webpages, what do they think allows them to do so? This is 

another section (page 14) which reports on findings from ‘Why’ type questions and 

therefore the same observations apply as above. 

28. There is an attempt to examine response from those who correctly identified third-party 

webpages in this section. However, it is not very insightful as a sizeable majority of 

participants did correctly identify third-party webpages (page 12) and therefore the results 

(by definition) are not going to be that dissimilar to the total. The important analysis that is 

missing is the comparison between those who correctly identified third-party webpages 

and those who did not. However, the sample sizes of these sub-groups in the surveys 

would have been far too small to provide any meaningful analysis at this level.         
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29. Consumer behaviour on reaching the ‘selected’ webpage – Where do consumers 

look on ICSS webpages? The results in this section of the report (pages 15 and 16) 

appear to be taken from the eye-tracking survey, but it is difficult to put these findings into 

any kind of context as there is no mention of which webpages were shown to participants. 

It is not possible therefore to know whether the design of the webpages shown, or the 

order in which they were shown in the experiment influenced the results or not. However, 

the key finding is that “consumers tested in the eye-tracking experiment tended to look at 

the left-hand side of the top third of the landing page of the site”, and that “the disclaimers 

and main numbers were not looked at”. Whilst I have no reason to doubt this overall finding 

from the small number of interviews carried out in the eye-tracking experiment, the 

illustrative heat map (Figure 9 on page 16) appears to be an extreme example of one 

participant who only looked at a tiny part of the webpage. Yet this is described as a “typical 

pattern” in the summary conclusion under the heat map. In my view the report would be 

better balanced if it provided a range of heat map examples to illustrate the results.  It 

would also have been helpful to provide heat-map illustrations of when disclaimers, URLs 

and telephone numbers were looked at, to see whether specific designs were more likely 

to encourage consumers to read specific items.  

30. Consumer behaviour on reaching the ‘selected’ webpage – Demographic Factors.   

The survey sample sizes are far too small to provide statistically reliable results even at 

the total sample level. Any attempt therefore to discern patterns and draw inferences about 

consumer behaviour among sub-groups is fundamentally flawed in my view. I would 

therefore attach no evidential weight to the comments about those participants who 

described themselves as less technologically literate as this will be based on just a few 

survey participants. 
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Review of Survey Conclusions 

31. The conclusions section needs to be more balanced in my view, and in some places is 

not supported by survey evidence.  

32. Bullet point one – whilst some participants may have believed they were directly contacting 

an organisation when in fact the contact was being made through a third-party call 

connection service, a reasonable interpretation of the results would have put this in the 

context of the fact that a sizeable majority of participants correctly identified the ‘direct’ link 

of an organisation on a search page (as opposed to wrongly identifying an ICSS link as 

the direct link), and a sizeable majority correctly identified whether a webpage was from 

an ICSS or from the organisation they were trying to contact directly.  

33. Bullet point two – there appears to be some evidence to support the finding that search 

results have more salience when they appear towards the top of a search page, but this 

finding should be balanced by the finding that the majority of participants correctly 

identified the ‘direct’ link of an organisation on a search page regardless of where it was 

located on the page. 

34. Bullet points three, four and five – in my view caution is required when interpreting the 

survey results on reasons for correct and non-correct attribution of the source (ICSS or 

‘direct’ organisation). The data source appears to be self-completion verbatims which may 

not fully describe reasons for choice. Absent a list of verbatim comments, I can see little 

evidence in the report that ‘slickness’ is part of the consumer vocabulary and in in my view 

further detailed investigation is required to explore this more fully. In particular, further 

investigation is required to see whether are there any common physical characteristics of 

incorrectly attributed webpages and whether there any consistent themes in the verbatim 

comments from those incorrectly attributing a webpage to a ‘direct’ organisation 

(compared with those who correctly identified the webpage source)?  Neither of these 

lines of enquiry have been followed in the analysis as far as I can see from the report. 

35. Bullet point six – there is no evidence presented in the report that I can see to support the 

stated conclusions on: awareness of different types of premium numbers; awareness of 

different regulatory regimes; belief that regulation services should be applied to all ICS 

services; consumers taking similar decisions whether they are offered by Premium Rate 

Services or by charged services.  
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36.  Bullet point seven – there is no evidence in the report from which to draw any conclusions 

on the impact of the device used. There is no data in the accuracy in attributing webpages 

or the % correctly identifying the correct ‘direct’ link on a search-page by device used, for 

example. This conclusion is just stated without any supporting evidence. However, it is 

very odd that according to the report there was no significant effect attributable to the 

device that the consumer is using to find a customer service number, and yet in the same 

paragraph the report goes on to say that layouts may differ between devices and therefore 

consumers visiting websites in mobile layout will have less information on which to make 

decisions (and by implication make wrong decisions). My observation is if those using 

mobile devices have less information and therefore are more likely to make incorrect 

decisions, why did this not show through in the results? Conclusions in a report must be 

based on survey evidence not speculation. 

37. Bullet point eight – the number of participants with a ‘low level of technological literacy’ is 

far too small to draw any reliable conclusions, and therefore it is just speculation to say 

that the vulnerability of technologically illiterate consumers might be a factor in consumers 

making incorrect choices. Much larger populations are required to draw any reliable 

conclusions from the survey about any sub-groups.    
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Overall Summary and Conclusions 

38. The research has little evidential value in my view due to the low sample size, the lack of 

any clarity on how the participants were recruited or interviewed, and its unrepresentative 

participant profile. Given the small number of interviews undertaken the results could only 

be viewed at best as qualitative work that provides directional guidance on how and why 

consumers behave when searching for telephone numbers on the internet. However, I 

have serious concerns that even the directional guidance provided in the report is 

potentially flawed as the research report does not provide the level of detail required to 

provide assurance that this qualitative work has been undertaken rigorously. 

39. Looking at the conclusions and recommendations in the research, the report loses sight 

of the fact that a sizeable majority of participants correctly identified the ‘direct’ link of an 

organisation on a search page (as opposed to wrongly identifying an ICSS link as the 

direct link), and a sizeable majority correctly identified whether a webpage was from an 

ICSS or from the organisation they were trying to contact directly. Much more detailed 

investigation is required in my view to understand why the minority cannot correctly identify 

whilst the majority can correctly identify the difference between an ICSS webpage/link and 

a ‘direct’ organisation webpage/link. 

40. This would require a much larger survey properly undertaken with an appropriate   

recruitment of a representative sample of consumers looking at a broad range of 

webpages (including both code compliant and non-compliant ICSS webpages), preferably 

conducted via an interviewer-administered questionnaire or topic guide to allow for 

detailed probing of responses. Results would need to be analysed in detail looking at 

differences between those who can correctly identify webpages/links and those who 

cannot, with all the evidence provided in the report to support the findings.   

 




