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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

Quick summary on the complaint-handling process:  

 

 This General Guidance Note (‘the Guidance’) sets out PhonepayPlus’ expectations with regard to 

the complaint-handling process for all shortcode providers/services. 

 Responsibility for complaint handling lies with the Level 2 provider in the first instance. 

 Level 1 providers are expected to step in and take over the process in situations where a Level 2 

provider has neglected its duties in any way. 

 An example step-by-step process and a suggested timetable for which it should take place have 

been included in this Guidance (page 3 onwards).   

 

1. Introduction 

 

1.1. The purpose of this Guidance is to assist Level 1 and Level 2 providers (‘providers’) by clarifying 

PhonepayPlus’ expectations in relation to consumer complaint handling, by way of the following: 

 

 Clearly defining the roles and responsibilities of Level 1 and Level 2 providers in the chain;  

o Note: While Mobile Network Operators („MNOs‟) fall outside of PhonepayPlus‟ regulation 

with regard to complaint handling and customer service issues, they are referred to in this 

Guidance as their role forms an essential part of the complaint-handling process  

 Setting out some desired consumer outcomes, along with an example of how to deliver the 

‘minimum standard of customer care’ that would achieve them. 

 

1.2. This Guidance has been written to apply to shortcode providers, as almost all complaints 

currently received by PhonepayPlus are in relation to shortcode services. It is not specifically 

intended to apply to providers of fixed-line services who may wish to seek advice separately on 

how the rules apply to them. This guidance has been developed in conjunction with 

PhonepayPlus’ Industry Liaison Panel and has been agreed with them prior to publication. 

 

1.3. Obligations on providers are set out in sections 2.6 and 3.11 (d) of the proposed new Code, 

which state the following: 

 

2.6 Complaint handling 

Outcome 

“That consumers are able to have complaints resolved quickly and easily by the Level 2 provider 
responsible for the service and that any redress is provided quickly and easily.” 

Rules 

2.6.1 Level 2 providers must ensure that consumers of their services are able to have 
complaints resolved quickly, easily and fairly and that any redress is provided 
quickly and easily. 

2.6.2 Level 2 providers must provide a proportionate complaints process which is 
easily accessible through a non-premium rate UK telephone number and must be 
effectively publicised. 
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2.6.3 Consumer complaints must be handled promptly at all stages within a process 
which is clear to the consumer. 

2.6.4 Where refunds are provided to consumers they must be provided promptly and in 
an easily accessible manner.  

2.6.5 Consumers who remain dissatisfied with the handling of their complaint must be 
informed that they may complain to PhonepayPlus and be provided with its 
contact details. 

2.6.6 Level 2 providers must provide upon request to PhonepayPlus such information 
that allows examination of how they have handled any consumer complaint. 

3 Registration and Responsibility 

All Network operators, Level 1 and Level 2 Providers must: 

3.1.1 ensure that PhonepayPlus regulation is satisfactorily maintained by: 

(d) taking all reasonable steps to ensure that consumer complaints are resolved 
quickly and fairly and that any redress is provided quickly and easily. 

2. Background 

 

2.1. General 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 

(and MNOs) understand how compliance with the Code might be achieved. 

 

2.2. We acknowledge that not all consumers who contact their MNO, the provider or PhonepayPlus 

do so in order to register a complaint – many simply wish to understand what a charge relates to, 

for example. However, in situations where a consumer does have a complaint, PhonepayPlus is 

of the opinion that the Level 2 provider is the company best placed to attempt to resolve it in the 

first instance, whatever the complaint may be. 

 

2.3. We also recognise that a complication arises because of the way in which the market operates, 

with the use of either dedicated shortcodes (a shortcode dedicated to one Level 2 provider) or 

shared shortcodes (a shortcode shared between two or more Level 2 providers). In the case of 

shared shortcodes, MNOs are not able to identify the specific Level 2 provider responsible for a 

service, so must refer the consumer to a Level 1 provider in the first instance. For this reason, 

we refer to two scenarios during the process, depending on whether the service operates on a 

dedicated or shared shortcode. 

 

3. Desired outcomes – what we believe good complaint handling should look like 

 

3.1. Our research has shown that consumers have certain expectations when, in their mind, an issue 

has arisen that gives them cause for complaint. We believe that these expectations are valid and 

that they are entitled to certain outcomes, as follows: 

 

1) Pursuing a complaint should not unduly cost the consumer in terms of time or money.  

For example, consumers should have to make as few calls as possible in order to find redress. 

2) Providers should be courteous and respectful to consumers at all times. 
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3) Consumers should be kept informed as to the status of their complaint. 

4) Providers should make every reasonable effort to resolve a consumer’s complaint.  

5) The Level 2 provider should take the lead in providing redress (in the case of a valid complaint). 

Where a Level 2 provider does not, and the Level 1 provider is aware of a problem, the Level 1 

provider must take the initiative and proactively seek to provide redress. 

6) Consumers must have recourse to an objective third party to resolve disputes. 

 

4. Example complaint handling process – a step-by-step guide 

 

4.1. The process outlined below has been designed by a representative sample of businesses in the 

premium rate value chain, and is one example of how these outcomes could be delivered. 

Providers are able to disregard this process in light of a process they believe will better deliver 

the outcomes. However, should a service be investigated for a potential breach of complaint 

handling rules – and the outcomes are found to have not been delivered – the Tribunal is likely 

to look upon a failure to follow this process as an aggravating factor. 

 

4.2. Where we mention that interaction with consumers should be carried out ‘promptly’ and ‘within a 

reasonable period’, please consult the ‘Suggested timetable for calls to be made section’ on 

page 5 of this document. 

 

Call #1: consumer calls their Mobile Network Operator 

4.3. Research indicates that almost all consumers approach their MNO as their first port of call when 

they have either a complaint or query in relation to a mobile premium rate service. One of two 

things will then happen: 

 

 If the consumer is satisfied that they did use the service, the matter would be closed with no 

further action necessary. 

 If, however, the consumer is given information about the service in question and then, for any 

reason, the consumer does not accept the charge(s), it would be helpful if the MNO: a) asks that 

the consumer safeguards the evidence (where applicable) and takes a note of the shortcode, b) 

offers the consumer the contact details of the Level 2 provider (or the Level 1 provider in a shared 

shortcode scenario), and c) invites the consumer to return to them if they do not receive the 

redress to which they feel entitled.  

 

 

Call #1  

 

Call #2, scenario #1 (dedicated shortcode): consumer calls the relevant Level 2 provider  

4.4. Note: where a Level 2 provider chooses to employ a voicemail facility or an email service, rather 

than a human operator upon first contact, the provider should return messages promptly. Also, 

where an email service is offered by a provider, a non-premium rate UK customer service 

number must also be available as per Rule 2.6.2. 

 

    Consumer          MNO 
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4.5. Having engaged directly with a consumer, the Level 2 provider must attempt to identify and 

resolve their issue and communicate their proposed resolution within a reasonable period. 

 

4.6. If the consumer is satisfied with the outcome of their complaint at this point, then no further steps 

are necessary and the matter is closed. 

 

4.7. However, if the consumer remains unsatisfied with the outcome – either because the provider 

asserts the complaint to be invalid or because the proposed redress is considered insufficient – 

then the consumer should be asked to return to their MNO or to contact PhonepayPlus to 

explain the problem. 

 

 

 Cccd 

 

 

Call #2, scenario #2 (shared shortcode): consumer calls the relevant Level 1 provider  

        4.13. Having received a call from a consumer, the Level 1 provider will inform the consumer that they 

     will receive a return call from the relevant Level 2 provider promptly. The Level 1 provider will 

     then contact the Level 2 provider to give them the consumers’ contact and complaint details, 

     along with any other information they may have that may be useful.  

        4.14. The Level 2 provider must then contact the consumer to discuss their issue, and attempt to  

                 resolve it as per ‘Call #2, scenario #1’. If they are unable to do so, they should refer the  

                 consumer either to the MNO or to PhonepayPlus, as explained above. 

 

   

 

 

 

Call #3, scenario #1: consumer chooses to return to their MNO 

4.8. This is the final call that a consumer should have to make in relation to any issue. Where the 

consumer has chosen to return to their MNO, they will be advised that they will receive a return 

call. The MNO will then attempt to resolve the issue, working with the Level 1 provider or any 

other provider within the chain, should they wish to. 

 

4.9. The level 1 provider or the MNO will then contact the consumer to offer their proposed 

resolution, and if the consumer is satisfied with that offer, then no further steps are necessary 

and the matter will be closed. 

 

    Consumer  Level 2 provider 

     Consumer   Level 1 provider   Level 2 provider 
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      4.10. However, if the consumer remains unsatisfied with what it is that is being offered by the Level 1  

Provider or the MNO as a solution, then they are, at this stage, requested to contact    

PhonepayPlus. 

 

Call #3, scenario #2: consumer chooses to contact PhonepayPlus 

       4.11. We wish to make it clear that, when a consumer has been directed to PhonepayPlus, it should  

   not be assumed that an investigation will then automatically be instigated against a provider.  

               PhonepayPlus will assess both sides of the complaint and will decide, on an objective basis, in  

               favour of one party or the other. If the consumer’s complaint is deemed invalid, they will be  

               informed of this; if the proposed redress, originally rejected by the consumer, is deemed  

               sufficient, we will recommend the consumer accepts it; if, however, the response is deemed  

               insufficient, we will work with the providers involved to try to identify a more suitable offer.  

        4.12. At any stage, PhonepayPlus may decide to open an investigation into one, or several, Level 1  

                 and/or Level 2 providers. However, all work undertaken to remedy the consumer’s issue would  

                 be taken into account by the Tribunal as a potentially mitigating factor.  

 

 

        

 

  OR 

  

        

 

 

5. Suggested timetable for calls to be made (an example process) 

 

5.1. Some complaints will take longer to process than others – either because the issue is more 

complicated than normal, or perhaps because, for reasons outside of the provider’s control, they 

are unable to act as quickly as they would like. In practice, the Tribunal is likely to look at the 

facts of each case, and debate it on its merits. This is why we have purposely chosen not to give 

any prescriptive timelines for calls to be made within the example process shown above. 

 

5.2. However, we think it may be helpful to offer some advice on what we expect it to look like in a 

typical case: 

 

 Call #1 – where a consumer has called their MNO and does not accept the charges, we believe 

that it is reasonable to ask that the consumer be invited to make a return call after five working 

days, should they have been unsuccessful in contacting the relevant provider. 

     Consumer 

           MNO 

    PhonepayPlus 
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 Call #2, scenarios #1 and #2 – where the consumer chooses to leave a message or send an 

email – and a resolution cannot be made immediately – they should receive a ‘holding response’ 

within one working day. Regardless of the initial contact, where a Level 1 or 2 provider becomes 

aware of a problem, we believe that a resolution should be offered to that consumer within five 

working days.  

Call #3, scenario #1 – the Level 1 provider (or MNO) should contact the consumer within five 

working days with a proposed resolution. 

 

6. Guidance on what might be expected from Level 2 providers in relation to Rule 2.6.6 

 

6.1. Rule 2.6.6 states the following:  

 

 2.6.6 Level 2 providers must provide upon request to PhonepayPlus such information that  

  allows examination of how they have handled any consumer complaint. 

6.2. When considering whether a Level 2 provider has dealt with a complaint in line with this rule, 

PhonepayPlus is likely to request the following evidence from that provider: 

 

 A record of the initial contact from the consumer – if this is a letter or email, then our expectation 

is that a copy will be provided. If the initial contact is through a telephone call, then a recording of 

the call should ideally be provided, or in cases where no recording is available, a time-logged 

record of the call, consumer details and a clear description of the consumer’s issue. 

 Records of any subsequent activity in relation to the consumer’s complaint once it has been 

initially logged – this would include any internal emails relating to the complaint, a record of any 

key decisions or actions taken, a record of all subsequent contact with the consumer (whether 

letter, email or call) and any data records which have been referenced in relation to the 

consumer’s complaint (e.g. records showing the receipt of MO (mobile originating) messages or 

the dispatch of MT (mobile terminating) messages). 

 Records of any final decision made in relation to the consumer’s complaint, and of any refund 

issued (e.g. when the refund was issued, how and for what amount) – we would consider it 

helpful to record whether the consumer agreed with the decision or not. 

 

6.3. In order to ensure that such records are available to PhonepayPlus for a reasonable period while 

carrying out any further investigation or enquiry, providers should retain these details for three 

months after the consumer’s initial complaint. 

 

7. A summary of the roles 

 

Mobile Network Operators: Provides information to help pursue complaints. 

Helps the consumer, should the Level 2 provider not provide an 

adequate response. This would most likely be pursued by liaising 

with the Level 1 provider so that one of the two parties is able to 

make an improved offer to the consumer.   
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Ideally, provides ‘trend-data’ on any problematic Level 2 

providers or services/service types to PhonepayPlus.  

Level 1 providers: Arranges for Level 2 providers to call consumers (shared-

shortcode scenario). Provides information to Level 2 providers, 

where necessary 

 Attempts to resolve complaints, where the Level 2 provider has 

failed in their duties.  

Level 2 providers: The Level 2 provider is the front-line complaint handler and, as 

such, it is always their responsibility to resolve consumer 

complaints as quickly, fairly and easily as possible as per the 

Rules in Section 2.6 of the Code. 

PhonepayPlus: In situations where a consumer has not been able to gain a 

satisfactory resolution to their complaint, PhonepayPlus 

assesses both sides and decides on the resolution as is deemed 

appropriate. This may result in an investigation of potential 

breaches of the Code.  

Continues to take complaints from consumers at any stage 

during this process, and assesses possible grounds for 

investigation into breaches of the Code. 

 


