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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

Quick summary on the use of advice services: 

 

 Any relevant and current qualifications of operators should be conveyed to consumers. 

 Where operators of the service do not hold any relevant qualifications, the source of information 

by which the advice is being given should be clearly stated. 

 Information should be conveyed in a professional and responsible manner. 

 Where advice given may need individual interpretation, it should be clearly stated that consumers 

should not act on such advice without first consulting a suitably qualified practitioner. 

 Counselling and professional advice services (i.e. legal, medical, accounting, etc.) have further 

particular conditions that must be met. 

 

1. Introduction 

 

1.1. The purpose of this Service-Specific Guidance Note (‘the Guidance’) is to assist registered 

parties/providers (‘providers’) by clarifying PhonepayPlus’ expectations around the use of advice 

services. 

 

1.2. For the purpose of this Guidance, services that offer the following types of advice are likely to be 

defined as advice services. This list is non-exhaustive and providers who are unsure as to 

whether they are offering an advice service should contact the Compliance Advice Team for 

further information: 

 

 Legal advice; 

 Counselling; 

 Midwifery advice; 

 Employment advice (please see the Service-Specific Guidance Note on ‘Employment 

services’); 

 Financial advice. 

2. The role of Service-Specific Guidance  

2.1. Service Specific Guidance does not form part of the Code of Practice; neither is it binding on 

PhonepayPlus’ Code Compliance Panel (‘the Tribunal’). However, we intend it to help providers 

understand how compliance with the Code might be achieved. 

  

2.2. Providers are not obliged to follow this Guidance but, in the event of an investigation, a Tribunal 

will adjudge whether the alternative actions that providers took delivered compliance with the 

Code. We recommend that those looking to radically depart from this Guidance contact our 

Compliance Advice Team in reasonable time ahead of launching the service. 

 

3. Clearly state relevant or no qualifications 

 

3.1. All promotional material should detail and explain the source of information by which the advice 

is being given. Additionally, in the promotional material or at the beginning of the service, the 

consumer should be made aware of the following: 
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 Any relevant and current professional qualification of a person supplying advice and the 

professional body by whom that person is accredited; 

 Why that qualification is relevant (if not immediately obvious), and the status of that 

qualification, and; 

 Any relevant experience of the person(s) or organisation supplying the information or 

advice. 

 

3.2. Even where operators have no relevant qualifications, the source of the advice being given 

should be made clear to the consumer. 

 

4. The advice 

 

4.1. All information and advice provided to a consumer entering the service should be conveyed in a 

professional and responsible manner. 

 

4.2. Where advice is given which may need individual interpretation, promotional material should be 

prefaced with a statement that the consumer should not act on advice without first consulting a 

suitably qualified practitioner. 

 

5. Professional advice services 

 

5.1. PhonepayPlus defines professional advice services as those which involve the provision of 

specialist advice to consumers by one or more qualified professionals. These are persons whose 

occupations require knowledge and skill obtained through extensive study and specialised 

training (e.g. doctors, lawyers, vets, accountants, etc.) and who may be members of a relevant 

professional body. 

 

5.2. Professional advice services require prior permission before they can operate. For more 

information on prior permission please see the instructions on prior permission available on the 

website at www.phonepayplus.org.uk. 

 

5.3. Operators of professional advice services should have relevant, current and appropriate 

qualifications.  Evidence of such should be provided. 

 

5.4. Those giving advice should have a membership with the relevant industry body, for example, 

solicitors giving legal advice should hold an unconditional practising certificate from the Law 

Society. 

 

5.5. Professional Indemnity Insurance should be in place to cover the service and the operators 

providing consumers with advice. 

 

5.6. Legal advice services have further requirements, which are outlined below. 

 

6. Legal advice services 

 

6.1. Legal advice services will require prior permission to be granted by PhonepayPlus. For further 

information on prior permission, please see the instructions on prior permission available on the 

website at www.phonepayplus.org.uk. 
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6.2. It is likely that a legal advice service will be granted prior permission if the following conditions 

are met: 

 Qualifications: 

Services staffed by solicitors (for the avoidance of doubt, this provision does not relate to services 

staffed by barristers, trainee solicitors or legal executives). 

 If general legal advice is being offered, operators should be solicitors with a minimum of 

three years’ qualified experience. 

 Solicitors giving advice should hold an unconditional practicing certificate from the Law 

Society. 

 Where a service is promoted as specialising in a particular area of law, for example, 

employment or housing law, there is no requirement as to the level or length of 

experience required of solicitors taking calls.  

 However, solicitors with less than three years’ qualified experience must be supervised 

at all times by solicitors of at least three years’ qualified experience. 

 Services staffed by operators other than solicitors: 

 Where this type of service is aimed at members of the public, providers must be in 

possession of the Community Legal Service Quality Assurance Mark, covering the areas 

of practice to which the service relates.  

 The areas of legal advice being offered must be clearly stated. Please note that the term 

‘lawyer’ will not be acceptable as this is not sufficiently precise. 

 Services that concern very specific areas of the law, staffed by non-solicitors, can be 

granted prior permission by the Board, provided that the service does not promote to 

vulnerable consumers and the qualifications or experience of the operators are clearly 

stated in promotional material. 

 Advice concerning barristers: 

 The Bar Council states that, unless employed by a firm of solicitors, a practising barrister 

is not permitted to operate legal services aimed directly at the public. 

 Non-practising barristers are not regulated by the Bar Council and are usually individuals 

who are either unqualified (i.e. they have not completed the appropriate training) or do 

not practise with the appropriate bodies.   

 The Bar Council does not restrict non-practising barristers from providing advice, 

however, they do object to the use of the word ‘barrister’ to describe the individual’s 

status.  

 Providers who wish to employ barristers to staff legal advice services aimed at the 

general public or to industry are strongly advised to seek advice from the Bar Council 

before beginning the service. 

 Other requirements: 

 Providers must show evidence of Professional Indemnity Insurance, which fully covers 

the service offered. 
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 Consumers should be made aware of other, free of charge, legal advice that may be 

available to them, either before, or upon using, the legal advice service. 

 

7. Counselling services 

 

7.1. Counselling services will need to be granted prior permission by PhonepayPlus. For further 

information on prior permission, please see the instructions on prior permission available on the 

website at www.phonepayplus.org.uk. 

7.2. It is likely that a counselling service will be granted prior permission, if the following conditions 

are met: 

 

7.3. One-off counselling services: 

 

Qualifications: 

 

 Operators should hold a formal qualification, at Diploma level or equivalent, and should 

be members of an appropriate professional body.   

 Evidence of any training in relation to counselling over the telephone should be 

provided.  

 As with other advice services, details of relevant qualifications should be provided in 

promotional material. 

 If operators are to be giving advice on a particular topic (e.g. eating disorders), then 

such operators should have appropriate and relevant experience. Evidence of such 

experience should be made available upon request. 

 

Supervision: 

 

 An appropriate structure of supervision should be demonstrated, including supervision of 

the standard of the service at management level, oversight of operators, supervision for 

operators which is readily available, whether they are working in a call centre or in 

isolation, and regular group supervision.   

 In line with the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy, we would 

recommend that supervision occurs for a minimum of 1.5 hours per month.
1
 

 

Repeated/addicted callers: 

 

 All reasonable steps should be taken to prevent consumers becoming ‘addicted’ callers.   

 Evidence of steps taken by providers may be required by PhonepayPlus, before prior 

permission can be granted. 

 Maximum call duration: 

 The duration of a call to this type of service should not last longer than 20 minutes, 

unless prior permission has been granted that allows otherwise.  

  

                                                           
1
 Para 1.9 of the BACP Guidelines for telephone counselling and psychotherapy 
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7.4. Ongoing Counselling Services 

Qualifications 

 Operators should hold a formal qualification, at Diploma level or equivalent, and should 

be members of an appropriate professional body.  

 Evidence of any training in relation to counselling over the telephone should be provided. 

 As with other advice services, details of relevant qualifications should be provided in 

promotional material. 

 If operators are to be giving advice on a particular topic (e.g. eating disorders), then such 

operators should have appropriate and relevant experience. Evidence of such 

experience should be made available upon request. 

Supervision 

 An appropriate structure of supervision should be demonstrated, including supervision of 

the standard of the service at management level, oversight of operators, supervision for 

operators, which is readily available whether they are working in a call centre or in 

isolation, and regular group supervision. 

 Maximum call duration 

 The duration of a call to this type of service should not last longer than one hour, unless 

prior permission has been granted to allow otherwise. 

Number of sessions 

 Counselling Services should be carried out over a limited number of sessions, with the 

agreement of the counsellor and the consumer, with a review being carried out at the 

end of every four sessions. 

 Arrangements should be made for a non-premium rate means for a potential consumer 

to set up an agreement with a counsellor. A written agreement, to be entered into by the 

consumer and the counsellor, should be signed by both parties prior to the 

commencement of premium rate counselling sessions. This agreement should set out:  

 the cost of the calls;  

 the length of the sessions;  

 how many sessions could, or will be held, prior to review; 

 why this number of sessions is appropriate; and 

 the benefits that the number of sessions will provide to the consumer. 

 Following the agreed number of sessions, a review should be carried out and any further 

agreements reached should be made in writing. In the event of a dispute, PhonepayPlus 

may generally ask to see such an agreement, while accepting that the interaction 

between counsellor and consumer is confidential. 

 Mock-up samples of both the initial advertising for the service (which should not include 

the premium rate number) and the agreement to be entered into by counsellor and 

consumer (which should include the premium rate number, pricing information, etc.) 

should be submitted to PhonepayPlus with any application for prior permission. 
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8. Vulnerable consumers 

 

8.1. Advice services should not take advantage of vulnerable groups or those in vulnerable 

circumstances. Providers found to be doing so are likely to be in breach of paragraph 2.3.10 of 

the Code of Practice. 

 

 

 

 


