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Executive Summary 
 
1. PhonepayPlus is the UK’s regulator of premium rate services (PRS). Our purpose is to 

provide effective and proportionate regulation of PRS so that consumers can use these 
services with absolute confidence. 

 
2. Information Connection and/or Signposting Services (ICSS) are PRS which are promoted 

prominently on search engines such as Google, Bing and Yahoo, or sometimes on 
classified ads websites such as Gumtree.  PhonepayPlus defines them as follows: 

 
“Premium rate services, excluding full national directory enquiry services, that provide 
connection to specific organisations, businesses and/or services located or provided in the 
UK; and/or which provide information, advice, and/or assistance relating to such specific 
organisations, businesses and/or services.” 

 
3. As a result of complaints about ICSS, arising from both consumers and the organisations 

with whom ICSS imply association and which had resulted in a number of adjudications by 
PhonepayPlus Tribunals, PhonepayPlus issued a consultation in July 2012 which set out 
proposals for a prior permission regime for ICSS. 

 
4. The July 2012 consultation set out PhonepayPlus’ concerns that ICSS could cause 

significant consumer harm and, on occasions, was evidenced to have done so, in particular 
by misleading consumers into believing that the premium rate number which is promoted 
to them is the actual number of the organisation they are seeking to dial.  This calls into 
question whether a fully informed consumer would derive the same value from an ICSS, 
given that the same organisation or information can be easy to access for free or at a 
significantly lower cost.  In addition ICSS which mislead consumers risk undermining 
consumer confidence in the organisations with which they imply association. 

 
5. The July 2012 consultation set out proposals for prior permission conditions to address the 

following areas where we had identified consumer harm or the potential for consumer 
harm: 

 
• The use of Search Engine Marketing (SEM) to give a website advertising the ICSS 

greater prominence in search engine results than the website of the organisation the 
consumer is actually seeking to talk to. 

• The use of websites, or other promotions such as classified ads, to mislead 
consumers into believing the ICSS number is the number they are actually looking 
for, or that the ICSS provides information which is not available elsewhere at a lower 
cost. 

• The lack of prominent and clear pricing information in a significant number of ICSS 
promotions. 

• The lack of an alert when a consumer calls an ICSS that informs them they are using 
a PRS. 

• The potential for consumers to be held in a queue when connected via an ICSS, so 
increasing the cost of the call. 

• The undue delay caused to some consumers when an ICSS operator requests 
details which are irrelevant to the information or advice being provided. 

• The request by some ICSS for consumers to provide personal and/or confidential 
data such as account login details.  
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6. The consultation closed on 27 September 2012, and we received 20 responses from a 
mixture of consumer advocates, organisations with whom ICSS providers imply 
association, and industry stakeholders including a number of providers of ICSS.  Whilst 
responses were broadly supportive of our proposals a number of ICSS providers, 
especially of ICSS which provide signposting and/or connection but not advice and/or 
assistance, objected both to our proposals to introduce prior permission and also to some 
of our proposed prior permission conditions.  Their objections can be grouped along the 
following arguments: 

 
i. That there is very little evidence of consumer harm with ICSS, and in particular call 

connection services, with relatively few complaints being received either by 
PhonepayPlus or by the providers themselves. 

ii. That in a world where many organisations make it hard to find their phone number 
on their website, ICSS which provide call connection meet a genuine consumer 
need that consumers are prepared to pay a premium rate for. 

iii. That ICSS which provide call connection are a cheaper form of directory enquiry 
(DQ) service and imposing prior permission requirements on them, but not on DQ 
services, is anti-competitive and will damage innovation, competition and choice in 
the DQ market, entrenching the perceived “duopoly” of 118 118 and 118 500. 

iv. That Type 1 and Type 2 ICSS should not be bracketed together and subject to the 
same approach as they are different services with different levels of consumer risk. 

v. That any harm caused by individual ICSS could be dealt with adequately through 
enforcement action under the Code and a prior permission regime is not needed 
and would be disproportionate. 

vi. That ICSS which provide only connection services (and not signposting, advice, 
and/or assistance) may be classed as an Electronic Communications Service, and 
therefore could not be brought within a prior permission regime without 
contravening EU Directives. 

 
7. We did not consider that the objections raised by some ICSS providers invalidated our 

original proposals, especially as the majority of respondents to the consultation supported 
our proposals.  However, PhonepayPlus recognised that these points deserved further 
consideration and analysis, and issued a statement to this effect on 18 December 2012, 
which also informed stakeholders of the further work we were undertaking as follows: 

 
• External research to gain further quantitative and qualitative data relating to user and 

public perception of ICSS and an understanding of consumer usage of these 
services. 

• Consideration of the legal objection to the inclusion of connection-only ICSS in any 
prior permission regime. 

• Continued consideration of complaint and investigations data. 

• Further engagement with organisations with which ICSS imply association in order to 
receive any data or consideration they could provide in respect of consumer 
feedback. 

8. The December 2012 statement also invited stakeholders to provide any further information 
and/or evidence they had in relation to ICSS.  As a result we received further information 
from a variety of stakeholders, including organisations with which ICSS imply association 
and ICSS providers. 
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9. We have now completed further work, and in light of the strong evidence it has provided 
and our consideration of responses to the July 2012 consultation, we intend to continue 
with our proposal for a prior permission regime for ICSS.  However we have proposed 
adjustments to our prior permission proposals in respect of the following: 

 
• Make a minor adjustment to the definition of ICSS that we proposed in the original 

consultation to exclude only full national DQ services, not all DQ services, from the 
definition. 

• Remove a previously proposed exemption from prior permission requirements for 
registered charities (albeit registered charities will not be required to pay an 
application fee for prior permission). 

• Make some adjustments to the prior permission conditions proposed in the original 
consultation.  These adjustments focus on enhanced transparency at each stage of 
the consumer purchase journey, but no longer require ICSS providers to give out for 
free the actual phone number of the organisation the consumer is seeking. 

10. In light of these changes to our proposals, and the further evidence we are setting out in 
support of them, we consider it appropriate to conduct a further consultation with interested 
parties.  A full list of PhonepayPlus’ proposed conditions can be found in Annex A of this 
document.  We are seeking views from consumers, industry stakeholders, and other 
parties by the deadline of 5 June 2013. This is a shorter period for consultation than we 
allowed for the initial 2012 consultation, due to the pressing need to act on a matter where 
there is growing concern about the actual harm now being evidenced as generated by this 
service type.  It also reflects the fact that we consulted on this issue last year and so in our 
view interested parties should not require the same amount of time to be able to consider 
the consultation and submit responses. 
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Section 1: Background   
 
Original consultation in 2012 
 
1.1 Following concerns arising from consumer complaints, subsequent PhonepayPlus 

Tribunals, and our own monitoring, in July 2012 PhonepayPlus issued a consultation 
setting out proposals intended to address consumer harm associated with the operation 
and promotion of Information, Connection and/or Signposting Services (ICSS). These 
proposals were put forward as part of a review of ICSS, which we put out for consultation 
to industry members and other key stakeholders. This consultation period ended on 27 
September 2012. 

1.2 The 2012 review introduced a definition for ICSS, and set out a number of variant 
examples of how ICSS operated. These variants can be placed into two main categories: 

 
• Type 1 – ‘Signposting’, number provision and / or call connection service. Type 1 

services usually offer the number of one organisation, or a small number of 
organisations, rather than the full range that a national directory enquiry service 
provides 

• Type 2 – ‘Helpline’ or advice services (which may or may not include the customer 
providing account details so that the ICSS provider can interact with the organisation 
on their behalf). Type 2 services usually offer operator-led assistance, or provide 
generic pre-recorded advice provided via an Interactive Voice Response (IVR) 
system 

1.3 The 2012 review distinguished between ICSS and Directory Enquiry (DQ) services, and set 
out a definition of ICSS which excluded DQ services. The reasons we gave for this were 
outlined in the following table setting out the differences between ICSS and DQ services that 
we published in our initial consultation document: 

 
Directory enquiries services  Information, Connection and/or 

Signposting Services  
Offer a comprehensive range of numbers 
and marketed as such  

Offer information derived from, or advice or 
assistance in relation to, or 
connection/signposting to, a specific 
organisation and/or helpline and marketed 
as such  

The consumer has to provide information 
about the number they are seeking to the 
provider during the operation of the service  

The consumer’s search for the number 
happens before the service is engaged (i.e. 
at the search engine or classified ads 
stage)  

Generally have strong brand awareness 
with consumers  

Have no brand awareness with consumers 
– indeed consumers will probably not 
realise that these services exist  

Use the 118 number range which is well 
recognised by the public as a premium rate 
number  

Typically use 090 numbers which have low 
public awareness and consumers may not 
recognise as being premium rate  
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1.4 The 2012 review suggested “when consumers dial a DQ service, they understand what 
they are getting – i.e. a PRS that provides them with phone numbers. However this is not 
the case with ICSS, where the consumer can easily be misled into believing that the 
number they are dialling is the actual helpline they are seeking, rather than a PRS which 
providers onward connection or signposting”. 

1.5 The 2012 review went on to set out the evidence of consumer harm relating to ICSS. We 
included case studies to outline the issues identified by both consumers, who complained 
to PhonepayPlus and by organisations, to which consumers of ICSS were being 
connected. In terms of relevant provisions of the Code the following matters were 
identified: 

• Potential for consumers to be misled, at both the stages of internet search and then 
subsequently following a link to an ICSS provider’s website.  With Type 1 ICSS (see 
para 1.2 above), we were concerned that consumers were being misled into believing 
that they were calling the end-organisation they wanted, rather than a premium rate 
connection service.  With Type 2 ICSS, we considered that even where consumers 
recognised that they were calling a premium rate service, they were being misled into 
believing they were getting an additional value added that was not available for free, 
when this was often not the case. 

• Lack of pricing transparency and/or prominence when the consumer reaches the 
ICSS provider’s webpage. 

• Potential for the consumer to be unduly delayed in accessing the service. 

• With Type 2 ICSS, potential for consumers to be asked to provide protected personal 
and/or confidential data without being fully informed of who such information is being 
provided to (i.e. a PRS provider rather than a company with whom they have a direct 
relationship) or how it will be used.  

1.6 The 2012 consultation concluded that there was robust evidence that ICSS had been 
operating, and had the potential to operate, in a way which was misleading to consumers 
and which carried a high risk of serious harm.  On this basis we proposed the introduction 
of a prior permission regime, having also considered and rejected three alternatives as 
follows: 

• Relying only on enforcement activity under our Code of Practice 

• Relying on trademark, copyright and passing off laws and potential enforcement 
under the Outcome of ‘Legality’ 

• Relying on rules put in place by search engines covering search engine marketing 
(SEM). 

1.7 The 2012 review proposed an exemption from the requirement to seek prior permission for 
any ICSS which fell into one of the following two categories: 

• Any ICSS operated by charities registered with the Charities Commission in England, 
Northern Ireland, Scotland or Wales; and, 

• Any ICSS operated by a provider who has an established, written agreement with a 
public or commercial organisation to operate an information, advice, or assistance 
service on their behalf.  This was in order that genuine agreements by an 
organisation to allow another party to provide advice, assistance, or onward 
connection would remain unaffected. 
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1.8 The 2012 consultation proposed conditions around various headings, which reflected 
stages of consumer interaction with ICSS.  The stages identified were: 

• Use of Search Engine Marketing (SEM) 

• Misleading promotion on web pages or within other promotions 

• Lack of an alert before consumers are connected to information or a helpline via PRS 

• Collection of personal and/or confidential data from consumers 

1.9 PhonepayPlus identified four factors that we considered to justify the regulatory impact 
these proposals may have: 

• The potential for serious consumer harm, as set out in para 1.5 above. 

• The risk to vulnerable consumers, bearing in mind that we have seen some ICSS 
operating in relation to public service helplines (such as NHS Direct and benefits 
lines) that may be used in particular by vulnerable people. 

• The risk to the general reputation of both public and commercial organisations. 

• The secondary risk to the reputation of PRS as a whole. 

 
Responses to the 2012 consultation – in brief 
 
1.10 In response to our 2012 consultation we received feedback from 20 organisations.  These 

included industry members, consumer protection or government bodies, organisations with 
which ICSS imply an association, and a number of ICSS providers. It is noted that one 
trading body, the Association for Interactive Media and Entertainment (AIME) responded to 
the consultation on behalf of its members. 

1.11 Respondents’ comments, and PhonepayPlus’ considerations and conclusions, are 
considered in more detail in Sections 2 and 3.  In summary, there was broad support for 
our proposals from most respondents.  However, some providers of call connection 
services (a Type 1 variant of ICSS) objected both to our proposal to introduce a prior 
permission regime for ICSS and to some of the specific prior permissions conditions we put 
forward.  These ICSS providers put forward a number of arguments in support of their 
position – as follows:  

i. That there is very little evidence of consumer harm with ICSS, and in particular call 
connection services, with relatively few complaints being received either by 
PhonepayPlus or by the providers themselves. 

ii. That in a world where many organisations make it hard to find their phone number 
on their website, ICSS which provide call connection meet a genuine consumer 
need that consumers are prepared to pay a premium rate for. 

iii. That ICSS which provide call connection are a cheaper form of directory enquiry 
service and imposing prior permission requirements on them, but not on DQ 
services, is anti-competitive and will damage innovation, competition and choice in 
the DQ market, entrenching the perceived “duopoly” of 118 118 and 118 500. 

iv. That Type 1 and Type 2 ICSS should not be bracketed together and subject to the 
same approach as they are different services with different levels of consumer risk. 
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v. That any harm caused by individual ICSS could be dealt with adequately through 
enforcement action under the Code and a prior permission regime is not needed 
and would be disproportionate. 

vi. That ICSS which provide only connection services (and not signposting, advice, 
and/or assistance) may be classed as an Electronic Communications Service, and 
therefore could not be brought within a prior permission regime without 
contravening EU Directives. 

Decision to conduct further consideration and research 
 
1.12 We did not consider that the objections raised by some ICSS providers invalidated our 

original proposals, especially as the majority of respondents to the consultation supported 
our proposals. At the same time, however, we recognised that the points made by ICSS 
providers, in particular those providing Type 1 call connection services, deserved further 
consideration and analysis, which we have undertaken. 

1.13 In particular, we decided to undertake an external research project to gain further 
quantitative and qualitative data relating to public perception of ICSS and an understanding 
of consumer perceptions and usage of these services. PhonepayPlus commissioned 
Jigsaw Research to conduct this project on its behalf and it was undertaken between 
November 2012 and February 2013.  24 people who use the internet to search for phone 
numbers they need took part in the initial qualitative research phase.  This was followed by 
a quantitative phase where 6146 GB adults were interviewed, with further qualitative 
research interviews conducted with 14 previous users of ICSS.  In order to ensure that the 
research was appropriately balanced and impartial, Jigsaw were tasked to carry out the 
research independently of PhonepayPlus.   

1.14 The results from the research are published with this consultation at Annex D, and are 
referenced further in the next section.  In summary, the research suggests that the original 
concerns raised in the 2012 review were valid in that there is solid evidence of consumers 
being systematically confused and misled throughout the customer journey when using 
both Type 1 and Type 2 ICSS.  This is most evident in the finding that 78% of users of 
Type 1 ICSS thought they were calling the end-organisation they wished to contact, not a 
premium rate service.  However, the research does suggest that a minority of users find 
some value in some of these services.  

1.15 In addition to research, PhonepayPlus has also conducted further work in the following 
areas: 

• Consideration of the legal objection to the inclusion of connection-only ICSS in any 
prior permission regime. 

• Continued consideration of complaint and investigations data. 

• Further engagement with organisations with which ICSS imply association in order to 
receive any data or consideration they could provide in respect of consumer 
feedback. 

1.16 PhonepayPlus informed stakeholders of its intention to carry out research and other further 
work in a statement on December 18 2012, and invited stakeholders to provide any further 
information and/or evidence they had in relation to ICSS during this period. 

1.17 We have now considered responses to our 2012 consultation, and the evidence from the 
further work we have undertaken.  In light of this, we intend to: 
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• Make a minor adjustment to the definition of ICSS that we proposed in the original 
consultation to exclude only “national” DQ services, not all DQ services, from the 
definition. 

• Continue with our proposal for a prior permission regime for both Type 1 and Type 2 
ICSS. 

• Remove the previously proposed exemption from prior permission requirements for 
any registered charities that choose to operate ICSS services (albeit registered 
charities will not be required to pay an application fee for prior permission). 

• Make some adjustments to the prior permissions conditions we proposed in the 
original consultation, focusing on enhanced transparency throughout all stages of the 
consumer journey, but not requiring ICSS providers to give out for free the phone 
number of the end-organisation the consumer is seeking.  

1.18 Given these changes and the further evidence we are setting out, we considered that it 
was appropriate to conduct a further consultation on these proposals with interested 
parties. 
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Section 2: Key objections to the 2012 review 
 
2.1 This section considers the six key objections made by some ICSS providers identified at 

paragraph 1.11 in the previous section, and we set out our assessment for each of these 
below: 

Objection (i) – Evidence of consumer harm 

2.2 The proposition made by some ICSS providers is that (a) that there is a low volume of 
consumer complaints about ICSS; and (b) that this shows that there is limited harm and not 
enough to justify a prior permission regime. 

Consumer complaints 

2.3 Monthly consumer complaints received by PhonepayPlus in relation to ICSS since July last 
year are set out in the table below.  The table shows that there has been a steady increase 
in monthly complaints – from 7 in July 2012 to 55 in March 2013 – about these services, 
despite Google having strengthened its AdWords policy and PhonepayPlus having 
consulted on measures to tighten regulation.  We consider 55 complaints in a month, 
coming on top of previous months with rising complaint figures, to be a source of concern.  
To put it in context, it represents around 5% of all consumer complaints PhonepayPlus 
received on premium rate services in March – a higher proportion than we would expect for 
such a niche and still relatively poorly known service. 

 

 

2.4 In addition, some of the organisations with which ICSS imply association have supplied us 
with figures which may indicate consumers are not always fully informed when they call an 
ICSS.    
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2.5 The Driver and Vehicle Licensing Agency (DVLA) has provided us with sample data which 
indicates they received 7500 calls from members of the public during December 2012, with 
the majority of them being connected via ICSS rather than coming directly to the DVLA, 
even though the DVLA’s number is easily available on their website and is cheaper than 
being connected through an ICSS.  The DVLA has expressed concerns that consumers 
are therefore paying a higher price for calling them than is necessary and that, given the 
availability of their number, consumers are being misled into using ICSS without realising it. 
The DVLA also indicates that they received 100 written complaints about ICSS during 
2012, with many more customers passing comment within the context of other 
communications with the DVLA.   

2.6 A second major UK public company (who does not wish to be identified) has provided us 
with data which reports they have received 123 complaints from consumers about ICSS 
during 2012.  The majority of complainants report calling a PRS number in the belief that 
the number was for the company itself.  The data also suggests that, on average, 
consumers spend around £16 contacting the company via an ICSS, where the cost of 
calling them directly is significantly less. 

2.7 Taken together, these figures suggest that there is a growing body of consumer complaints 
being made about ICSS – some of which are coming to PhonepayPlus and some of which 
are made to the organisations that the consumer is connected to.  Complaints may also be 
going elsewhere too, for example to ICSS providers or to consumers’ phone operators.  

2.8 Moreover, we consider that the number of consumer complaints we are seeing, even 
though that is becoming increasingly of concern, significantly understates the likely extent 
of consumer harm for two main reasons.  Firstly, we don’t have full visibility of all the 
consumer complaints that are being made about ICSS, because, as set out above, 
complaints are likely to go to a range of different bodies and companies, with no one 
organisation having an overview of all complaints.   

2.9 Secondly, we believe that the number of consumers who complain represents only a 
fraction of the number of consumers who have been misled by these services.  In our 
consumer research (see Annex D), the researchers discussed complaints with a number of 
consumers as part of the qualitative work.  The consumers said that even where they had 
been misled by ICSS and had lost money, they generally didn’t complain for three main 
reasons: 

• They don’t know who to complain to 

• They think it will be too much hassle 

• They feel “a bit stupid” for having called the number. 

 

PhonepayPlus adjudications 

2.10 Since July 2012 PhonepayPlus has found a further six ICSS providers in breach of the 
Code, with all but one of the adjudications rating the consumer harm as “serious” or “very 
serious”.   

2.11 The large majority of the breaches which continue to be upheld are in respect of a failure to 
provide consumers with key information and/or pricing, or promotions which mislead 
consumers, which PhonepayPlus notes is in spite of previous adjudications and the 
concerns and conditions proposed within the 2012 consultation. This suggests to us that 
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enforcement of Code outcomes has not served on its own as a suitable deterrent to a 
significant number of those providing ICSS.  

 

PhonepayPlus research 

2.12 The consumer research at Annex D – which we understand is the first major piece of 
research carried out into these services and was done by independent researchers – also 
sets out a range of evidence that we consider to indicate substantial consumer harm 
arising from ICSS. 

2.13 Some key facts arising from the research are: 

• Around 1.2 million GB adults are estimated to have used an ICSS service in the last 
year 

• Of these users, 78% didn’t realise they were using an ICSS and thought they were 
calling the number of the organisation they wished to contact. 

• 72% of ICSS users consider that it is not clear what these services are offering and 
only 11% think these services offer good value for money. 

2.14 Moreover, the research clearly sets out how consumers are consistently misled by these 
services.  Broadly, it identifies a number of factors that apply to typical (though not all) 
consumers: 

• When searching for phone numbers on the internet, consumers are often time-pressed 
and goal-focused and are therefore more likely to dial a phone number without properly 
considering what it is they are calling. 

• They typically do not realise that ICSS exist and therefore when they are looking for 
phone numbers for organisations, they do not expect and are therefore not looking out 
for, being connected through a premium rate service. 

• The way search results are promoted through search engine marketing encourages 
consumers to engage with an ICSS and to think that the ICSS number is the 
organisation they wish to call.  Whilst 69% were aware of sponsored ads in search 
engine results, 67% said they would always or sometimes click on the first few results 
even if they were in the sponsored ads section.   And consumers had a tendency to be 
misled by the fact that the name of the company/service searched for often formed part 
of the URL of the ICSS service. 

• When connected through to the landing page of the ICSS service, there is insufficiently 
clear information at that stage to alert consumers to the fact that they are about to call an 
ICSS, not the organisation they wish to contact.  In the worst cases, some ICSS landing 
pages actively mislead consumers by using colours or styling that may suggest to the 
consumer that this is the home page of the organisation they wish to call.  But even in 
cases where this does not happen, the landing page does not jolt the consumer out of 
the mistaken impression they formed at the search results stage.  This is because the 
most prominent feature on the ICSS landing page is often the phone number, which 
tends to lead the consumer to call the number rather than to look in more detail at other 
information; and also because ICSS providers typically give greater prominence to the 
name of the organisation they are connecting to rather than to their own name or brand. 
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2.15 As a result of the research we have carried out, our own and other organisations’ 
complaints data and our adjudications, we are satisfied that there is compelling evidence of 
widespread consumer harm arising from ICSS that is sufficient to justify a prior permission 
regime. 

 

Objection (ii) – ICSS are valuable where end-organisation numbers are hard to find 

2.16 We recognise that some organisations do make their phone numbers hard to find on their 
web pages to encourage consumers to use other means of information or communication 
that are cheaper for the organisation to provide – such as web FAQs or email.  
Consequently, there may be cases where a consumer would find value in using an ICSS, 
especially if they are in a hurry, and would be prepared to pay a premium rate for it.  This is 
borne out by the research, where 32% of ICSS users agreed that these services would 
save them time and 34% agreed that these services are useful (although only 11% agreed 
that these services offer good value for money). 

2.17 However, PhonepayPlus would make two main points in response to this.  Firstly, we see 
no evidence that ICSS providers are targeting organisations that make their phone 
numbers hard to find and where the potential value of the service to the consumer may 
therefore be greater.  We see ICSS operating in relation to many organisations that make 
their phone number clearly available – such as the DVLA, BT or HMRC.  It appears that 
the main determinant for ICSS providers in deciding which services to offer seems to be 
which organisations consumers most want to call – regardless of whether that 
organisation’s phone number is easy to find or not. 

2.18 Secondly, we did not state in our original consultation that ICSS have no value at all – 
indeed we acknowledged that they may have some value for some consumers.  The test 
for prior permission does not require there to be no value in the service, merely a more 
serious risk of consumer harm.  As set above, we are satisfied that the serious harm test is 
met in relation to ICSS, even if some ICSS provide some value to some consumers.      

 

Objection (iii) – ICSS should be treated equally with directory enquiry (118) services 

2.19 PhonepayPlus recognises that ICSS may in some instances perform a similar function to 
recognised DQ services, such as those operating on 118 numbers, in enabling people to 
get through to an end-organisation whose number they do not know. However, as set out 
at paragraph 1.3 above, we also set out in our original consultation what we considered to 
be fundamental differences between ICSS and  for example 118 DQ services. 

2.20 The research findings have confirmed that there are clear differences between how 
consumers engage with and experience ICSS and DQ (118) services. 

• With a DQ (118) service:  

- The consumer makes a clear decision to use a paid-for directory service rather than 
try to search the number for free on the internet 

- The service has clear branding and is marketed around the branding of the service 
provider (e.g. 118 118) and not the organisations being connected to 

- Consumers know what sort of service they are getting – in the research, 96% of 
users said they knew that they were contacting a paid-for directory enquiries service. 
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• With an ICSS service: 

- The consumer typically has made at least an initial decision not to use a paid-for 
directory service and hence is searching for the phone number on the internet 
rather than using a DQ (118) service. 

- The consumer journey for accessing an ICSS closely resembles, and indeed to 
many consumers may be indistinguishable from, the journey to access a free 
service. 

- The service is marketed around the name of the organisation being connected to 
and not the name of the service provider. 

- Consumers generally do not know what sort of service they are getting – in the 
research, 78% of people who had used an ICSS thought they had dialled the 
number of the organisation they were looking for rather than a premium rate 
service, and only 17% realised that they had called a paid-for directory service.  

2.21 In light of this, we would conclude that there are significant differences between ICSS and 
DQ (118) services, in terms of how they are structured and promoted to consumers, how 
consumers engage with the services, consumer awareness and understanding of the 
services and the degree of consumer harm.  Consequently, we conclude that it is 
reasonable to treat these services differently from a regulatory perspective and to exclude 
DQ (118) services from the scope of an ICSS prior permission regime.  

 

Objection (iv) – Type 1 and Type 2 ICSS ought not to be bracketed together 

2.22 As part of the initial qualitative research undertaken by Jigsaw Research, some 
comparisons between Type 1 and Type 2 ICSS were possible. The findings show that both 
Type 1 and Type 2 ICSS cause consumer harm.  

2.23 Firstly, the general service appearance and consumer journey for both Type 1 and Type 2 
ICSS were found to be similar. They both involved the need to find a telephone number for 
a specific purpose; the use of an internet search engine by consumers to locate the 
relevant information; and the discovery of the ICSS within the results given by the search 
engine, often involving some form of search engine marketing to emphasise the service 
ahead of an end-organisation’s own webpage.  This is also reflected in the fact that 
consumer complaints to PhonepayPlus about ICSS have consistently concerned both 
Type 1 and Type 2 ICSS. 

2.24 Furthermore, service promotions for both Type 1 and Type 2 ICSS were considered 
capable of deliberately misleading consumers. The research findings do state that Type 2 
ICSS seem to offer greater potential for consumer harm. However this is based, as with 
Type 1 ICSS, on a lack of clarity on what these services offer or who is providing the 
service. It also relates to consumer experience where calls are lengthened by the 
behaviour of the call operators providing the service, which we have addressed in separate 
conditions which will have no effect on providers of Type 1 ICSS. 

2.25 We recognise that not all ICSS services will harm consumers to the same extent and that 
some will be promoted in a more transparent way than others.  However, the research is 
clear that there are common characteristics around how ICSS operate and are promoted 
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that make it appropriate for them to be treated as a group and that give rise to a similar 
tendency to mislead consumers.  This is illustrated in particular by the statistic that 78% of 
ICSS users thought they had dialled the organisation they were looking for, rather than a 
paid-for directory service.  We are therefore satisfied that it is reasonable and proportionate 
to subject both Type 1 and Type 2 ICSS to a prior permission regime.     

 

Objection (v) – Issues capable of being addressed with enforcement action 

2.26 The test for imposing a prior permission regime, rather than just relying on enforcement of 
our Code, is whether a type of service carries a higher risk of consumer harm.  
PhonepayPlus currently operates 16 prior permission regimes, including services such as 
multi-party chat, subscriptions over £4.50 a week, broadcast PRS and consumer credit.  
Prior permission regimes allow greater protection for consumers - because PhonepayPlus 
can specify additional regulatory conditions and also because services require ex ante 
approval to operate. 

2.27 We are satisfied that there are strong grounds to impose a prior permission regime rather 
than just relying on enforcing our Code of Practice.  Firstly, as set out above, there is a 
strong body of evidence – derived from complaints, adjudications and research – to 
demonstrate a high level of consumer risk on ICSS.  Importantly, the research shows that 
consumers are systematically confused by ICSS services.  As highlighted by the figure of 
78% of consumers who have been misled, this isn’t just a problem with a few service 
providers that could potentially be addressed by taking enforcement action against them; 
rather it is a problem with the way ICSS as a whole operate and are marketed to 
consumers.  Consequently, systematic action to address the problems with the service 
type will be more appropriate than enforcement action against a small number of providers.  
This situation – of heightened risks arising from the nature of the service rather than just 
from problems with a few non-compliant providers – is similar to those we faced when 
imposing the other prior permission regimes outlined above. 

2.28 Secondly, it is clear that relying on the Code alone will not deal with the problem.  Over the 
past year, PhonepayPlus has issued a compliance update on ICSS, has taken forward a 
series of enforcement actions against non-compliant providers and has issued a 
consultation on imposing tighter regulatory controls.  Despite this, consumer complaints to 
PhonepayPlus about ICSS have continued to rise – from 7 a month in July 2012 to 55 a 
month in March 2013. 

2.29 Furthermore, consideration was given to amending the Code to bring in the detailed 
conditions directly via the Code rather than through a prior permission regime.  Whilst 
potentially less intrusive, we were not satisfied that this would have any material impact on 
levels of compliance by ICSS providers, given our previous attempts to advise them about 
the steps they needed to take to comply with the current Code.  We therefore conclude that 
a prior permission regime, whilst more intrusive, is proportionate to both the harm as well 
as the market failures of compliance we are seeing in relation to these services.  

 

Objection (vi) – Legal objections to the introduction of a prior permission regime 

2.30 The legal objection that PhonepayPlus received to the inclusion of connection-only ICSS in 
any prior permission regime is premised on the argument that: 
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i. ICSS constitutes an “electronic communication service” (“ECS”) within the meaning 
of the EU Directives relating to electronic communications and therefore Article 8 of 
Directive 2002/21/EC (“Framework Directive”) applies; and, 

ii. Art 8(5) of the Framework Directive requires PhonepayPlus to apply objective, 
transparent, non-discriminatory and proportionate regulatory principles by, inter 
alia:  

1. ensuring that, in similar circumstances, there is no discrimination in the 
treatment of undertakings providing electronic communications services; and / 
or 

2. imposing ex-ante regulatory obligations only where there is no effective and 
sustainable competition and relaxing or lifting such objections as soon as that 
condition is fulfilled. 

iii. Art 3(2) of Directive 2002/20/EC  (“Authorisation Directive”) prohibits PhonepayPlus 
from imposing restrictions on some ECS by the introduction of a general 
authorisation, in the form of a prior permission regime. 

2.31 The respondent who raised this legal objection submitted that it was an ECS by virtue of its 
provision of a connection service and that the imposition of the proposed prior permission 
regime would be unlawful in  respect of both the Framework and Authorisation Directives. 

2.32 PhonepayPlus considers that respondents to the 2012 review have not evidenced the 
services they operate fully when it is suggested that connection only ICSS merely involve 
the conveyance of signals thereby making them ECS. 

2.33 PhonepayPlus takes the view, following legal advice it has received, that connection-only 
ICSS are not ECS given that they provide additional elements over and above the 
conveyance of signals, some of which amount to content. In addition, consumers are not 
paying for the conveyance of their call, but for the provision of a time-saving service. This is 
supported by comments raised by ICSS providers who responded to the 2012 review, as 
well as some evidence gathered from the research undertaken by Jigsaw. The research 
shows that while 72% of ICSS users are not clear what these services are offering, 32% 
agree with the statement “these services will save me time”. Connection-only ICSS  are set 
up to shorten the otherwise lengthy exercise of the consumer searching the internet for a 
(customer services) number; this is the service that the customer is paying for over and 
above the conveyance of the call. 

2.34 Moreover, were PhonepayPlus to accept that connection-only ICSS could be construed as 
a form of ECS, our view following the legal advice received, is that PhonepayPlus is not 
precluded by the Authorisation Directive from imposing the proposed prior permission 
regime.  We do not consider that the Authorisation Directive prohibits the imposition of 
consumer protection measures for some specific types of ECS where a general 
authorisation already exists for all ECS involved in the provision of PRS (i.e. through the 
Code), and that authorisation itself allows the imposition of prior permission on some types 
of services.  

2.35 As such we do not consider the previously mentioned Directives preclude the introduction 
of the proposed prior permission regime for connection-only (or any other type of) ICSS, 
whether or not an ICSS provider is an ECS . We are mindful of the need to ensure that any 
prior permission regime that we impose is transparent, proportionate and non-
discriminatory for the purposes of the Framework Directive. PhonepayPlus is satisfied that 
its proposed ICSS prior permission regime fully meets these principles. 
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Concluding remarks 
 
2.36 Following consideration of these objections, PhonepayPlus has decided to proceed with 

the adoption of a new prior permission regime for ICSS, excluding DQ (118) services. 
However, we have decided to make minor amendments to (i) the definition of ICSS; and, 
(ii) some of the conditions set out in our original proposals. Further assessment of the 2012 
consultation responses, and details of our proposals going forward, are set out in section 3 
below. 

Q1: Do you agree with our assessment in relation to the six objections that were raised 
to applying a prior permission regime to ICSS?  If not, why not? 

Q2: In light of this, do you agree with our conclusion to apply a prior permission regime 
to ICSS, but not to full national directory enquiry (118) services?  If not, why not? 
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Section 3: Responses to 2012 Consultation, 
Consideration, and Proposals  

 
3.1 PhonepayPlus’ 2012 consultation set out proposals, and accompanying questions, that 

can be grouped as follows: 

i. Definition of ICSS 

ii. Assessment of ICSS and risk to consumers 

iii. Conditions around search engine-based marketing of ICSS 

iv. Conditions around transparency and disclosure on websites which promote ICSS 

v. Conditions around transparency and disclosure when an ICSS is called 

vi. Conditions around collection of consumer information by ICSS provider 

3.2 We received 20 responses, from a cross section of stakeholders including consumer 
advocacy groups, networks (including DQ providers), trade associations, organisations to 
which ICSS provide signposting or connection, or other assistance in respect of, and 
providers of ICSS.  Non-confidential responses have been published on the PhonepayPlus 
website, and a list of respondents is attached at Annex B. 

3.3 In general the majority of respondents supported our proposals for a prior permission 
regime and the approach we had taken to the conditions within it.  However not all groups, 
especially ICSS providers, were supportive, and responses are summarised in more detail 
below 

Definition of ICSS 
 
3.4 PhonepayPlus proposed the following definition of an Information Connection and/or 

Signposting Service (ICSS) in the 2012 consultation: 

Premium rate services (other than Directory Enquiry Services) which provide consumers 
with information, advice and/or assistance relating to specific organisations, businesses 
and/or services that such organisations and/or business provide, or which provide 
connection to such organisations, businesses and/or services. 

3.5 In light of this definition and description of ICSS, the 2012 consultation asked the following 
questions in relation to the proposed definition: 

Do you agree with our definition of Information, Connection and/or Signposting Services 
(ICSS)?  If not, what alternative would you propose? 
 
Do you agree with our description of how ICSS operate?  Are there other variants not 
covered in this section? 
 
Do you agree with the distinction we are making between the connection and 
signposting aspects of ICSS on the one hand and directory enquiry (DQ) services on the 
other?  If not, why not? 
 
3.6 Responses to this definition were generally in agreement with it, including some trade 

associations and ICSS providers.  However there were a number of more detailed points 
setting out the following considerations and objections. 
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3.7 Some ICSS providers argued that their services were not dissimilar enough from Directory 
Enquiry (DQ) services for DQ to be excluded from the definition.  These respondents did 
not view the differences the consultation had identified in terms of DQ providers 
possessing a more visible brand and a wider range of numbers as relevant.  Instead they 
argued that the current costs of DQ services are high, sometimes higher than ICSS which 
offer connection to the same numbers, and that not all DQ services are clear and 
transparent about the cost of calling, and as such the risk to consumers around pricing 
transparency and financial detriment is the same.   

3.8 One ICSS provider stated their view that whilst there are a significant number of DQ 
providers the majority of consumers are, in practice, aware of only two – “The Number” 
(118118) and BT (118500), and that if ICSS providers had to be subject to our proposals 
whereas DQ did not then the competition ICSS provides to these two providers would be 
greatly reduced or even ‘killed’.  

3.9 In addition to the views expressed above, two other points were raised by ICSS providers.  
Firstly that the definition of a Directory Enquiry service, as set out by Ofcom, may be broad 
enough that it does not exclude ICSS.  If this were the case then our proposed definition 
would not be able to capture ICSS or DQ services, and so would not achieve the 
separation between the two that PhonepayPlus considered necessary. 

3.10 Secondly, and notwithstanding the consideration directly above, ICSS which provide only 
onward connection to another number (and not signposting or any other form of operator 
and/or IVR-based assistance) may be excluded from prior permission by virtue of being 
defined as an Electronic Communications Service (ECS) under Directive 2002/21 
(Framework Directive) on electronic communications.  As such whilst connection-only 
ICSS remain within PhonepayPlus’ regulatory remit, it may be unlawful for PhonepayPlus 
to require them to also obtain prior permission with further conditions which go beyond the 
requirements of our Code. 

3.11 In addition to the views expressed by ICSS providers, one other consideration was raised 
by an organisation with which several ICSS providers imply association via an assistance-
based ICSS.  Their view was that our definition should be altered so that ICSS were 
defined by the characteristics which caused harm to consumers.  Whilst we welcomed this 
suggestion of an alternative, PhonepayPlus considers that were the definition to be based 
in characteristics then it could be rendered obsolete by new characteristics which are 
created by market developments. 

3.12 As a result of the points and consideration above, PhonepayPlus recognised the need to 
further consider two questions: 

• Whether it was right to exclude DQ (118) services from the definition of ICSS  

• Whether our originally proposed definition would achieve separation of ICSS and DQ 
services 

3.13 The first question was addressed in the previous section of this document, where we 
concluded that there are, in our view, solid reasons for distinguishing between ICSS and 
DQ (118) services and for excluding the latter from a prior permission regime. 

3.14 On the second question, we have re-examined the Ofcom definitions of a directory enquiry 
service.  Ofcom General Condition 19 refers to Directory Enquiry Facility, which is defined 
broadly as any provider who provides phone numbers to consumers.   
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3.15 However in addition to this broad definition of Directory Enquiry Facility, Ofcom has further 
defined a “full” National Directory Enquiry Service as follows1: 

“A Directory Enquiry Service which provides information on allocations of numbers to 
subscribers from the United Kingdom numbering scheme to callers located in the United 
Kingdom. A National Directory Enquiry Service shall be considered a ‘full’ National 
Directory Enquiry Service for the time being if it provides information on the geographic 
numbers (starting with the digits 01 or 02) of all business and residential listings and on 
other numbers used for comparable purposes to geographical numbers (e.g. 08 numbers 
used for main switchboards etc), where the subject of the listing has not withheld their 
permission for its inclusion.” 

3.16 In light of this consideration, and to ensure our definition does not exclude ICSS from a 
requirement to seek prior permission, we propose to amend our original definition to 
exclude full national DQ services as defined by Ofcom (but removing the words “(starting 
with the digits 01 or 02)”),  as follows (new text underlined) and as has been amended in 
the draft prior permission notice at Annex A: 

3.17 “Premium rate services, excluding full national  directory enquiry services, that provide 
connection to specific third party organisations, businesses and/or services located or 
provided in the UK; and/or which provide information, advice, and/or assistance relating 
to such specific organisations, businesses and/or services that such organisations or 
businesses provide.” 

3.18 We recognise that the Ofcom definition of a full national DQ service requires such services 
to provide all business and residential listings.  If there are services operating that do not 
provide all such listings but nonetheless operate according to a 118 DQ type model, rather 
than an ICSS model, then we would like to be made aware of such services.  This will 
enable us to determine whether the requirement to provide all listings to qualify for the 
exclusion is an appropriate one.  

 
Q3 – Do you agree with our altered definition of Information, Connection and/or 
Signposting Services (ICSS)?  If not, what alternative would you propose? 
 
Assessment of ICSS 
 
3.19 In the 2012 consultation PhonepayPlus set out an assessment of the different types of 

ICSS, the way in which they operate, and the risk to consumers that, in our view, was at a 
heightened level which would require prior permission.  In light of this assessment the 2012 
consultation asked the following questions: 

Do you agree with our assessment of consumer harm in relation to ICSS? If not, why 
not?  
 
Is there other evidence of concerns and/or harm that you are aware of and which have 
not been referred to in this section? If so, please provide them and any evidence that 
substantiates them. 
 
Do you agree with our assessment that ICSS carry a level of risk which meets the 
threshold for a prior permission regime? If not, why not?  
 

                                                
1 This is Ofcom’s current definition as contained in the Oftel Statement dated 1 March 2002. 
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Do you agree with our proposed exemptions from a requirement to seek prior 
permission? If not, why not? 
 
3.20 The assessment of the services themselves and the way in which they operate was not 

challenged by any respondent.  In addition one respondent pointed out that the EC 
Consumer Rights Directive now places on organisations a requirement not to charge 
consumers a premium rate for the provision of customer service phone lines, and that this 
consumer protection could be undermined by ICSS which placed such control beyond the 
organisation which the consumer is looking to contact with a customer service question or 
issue. 

3.21 Whilst PhonepayPlus notes the point made, we cannot find any requirement within this 
Directive which would be placed upon an end-organisation or an ICSS provider which 
implies association with them, as neither would be classed as a Telecommunications 
Service Provider  for the purposes of the Directive.  In addition the referral of callers onto 
an organisation’s number via another number is likely to be beyond the organisation’s 
control.  As such we have not considered this further. 

3.22 As well as the objections identified and addressed in the previous section, especially in 
relation to our assessment of ICSS posing a heightened risk to consumers which would 
require prior permission, other points and considerations were as follows: 

• That charities operating ICSS should not be subject to an exemption from prior 
permission, as proposed in the 2012 consultation, but could perhaps be exempted 
from the need to pay the normal fee associated with a prior permission application to 
PhonepayPlus. 

• That ICSS which use 087 numbers (at a maximum cost of 10p per minute) would carry 
less risk of consumer detriment (but not necessarily confusion) than ICSS which used 
09 numbers (maximum cost £1.53 per minute) 

• That a number of ICSS, especially on the 087 range, signposted and or connected 
consumers to organisations with the full consent of that organisation.  As such it was 
important to retain the exemption from prior permission that we had proposed for 
such services.  

Proposed exemptions – Charities and ICSS which have the consent of the organisation 
concerned 
 
3.23 PhonepayPlus is aware of the potential impact any prior permission regime may have in 

relation to organisations with charitable status who operate a service which falls within the 
broad definition of ICSS. This was considered in the 2012 consultation, and it was 
proposed that an exemption be established for charities registered with the Charities 
Commission in England, Northern Ireland, Scotland or Wales. 

3.24 One respondent to the 2012 consultation commented that it believed “PhonepayPlus may 
be understating the risk posed by the exemption of Charities. In the same way as for 
PhonepayPlus registration, Charities should be required to comply with the regulations for 
the provision of [PRS] service[s]. In order to achieve the PhonepayPlus 12th Code 
outcomes, it is vital that the consumer is clearly told the cost of the call prior to incurring 
that cost and is aware of the service they are calling. This applies particularly in the case of 
direct connection services”. 

3.25 PhonepayPlus acknowledges the position that charities, regardless of any new prior 
permission regime, would still be required to meet the obligations set out in Part Two of the 
Code, including the outcomes of both “Transparency and Pricing” and “Fairness”, which 
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are at the centre of the proposals being considered. Furthermore, we appreciate that there 
is a risk posed by establishing an exemption for charities. 

3.26 The risk is not merely a hypothetical one, and we have considered the adjudication dated 
10 May 2012 against London and Southern Housing Limited where the facts of the case 
indicated that the Level 2 provider was registered as a charity. This case involved the 
operation of a “DSS friendly” housing information line promoted on websites and charged 
by PRS at £1.53 per minute. The service, which falls into the definition of an ICSS, was 
found to have breached two provisions under Part Three of the Code, and four provisions 
under Part Two of the Code, including Rule 2.3.10, which states:   

“Premium rate services must not seek to take advantage of any vulnerable group or any 
vulnerability caused to consumers by their personal circumstances.” 

3.27 PhonepayPlus also recognises that some services that fall within the definition of an ICSS 
may also constitute “Professional Advice” services. We have already established a prior 
permission regime for such services and there is currently no exemption for charities in 
relation to those services. We have considered what consequences may arise if an 
exemption was established. 

3.28 After consideration, we have reconsidered our original intent, and no longer propose to 
exempt charities from obtaining prior permission.  This is in light of three factors.  Firstly a 
lack of any evidence that suggests legitimate charities do, or will, provide ICSS – we are 
not aware of any doing or intending to do so.  Secondly, evidence from the London and 
Southern Housing Limited adjudication which strongly indicates safeguards are important 
whether the ICSS is operated by a commercial organisation or a charity.  Thirdly, we note 
that where a charity is operating an ICSS under an arrangement with another organisation, 
then that situation is already covered by our second exemption, which we are retaining, as 
set out below.   

3.29 However we consider that it may be appropriate to waive the fee for prior permission 
applications where they come from a registered charity, which has also registered with 
PhonepayPlus for the provision of PRS. 

3.30 In addition to the exemption originally proposed for charities, the 2012 consultation also 
proposed an exemption for ICSS which operate with the knowledge and consent of the 
organisation with which they imply association.  In light of the comments made by one 
respondent, a network, who said it was aware of a number of such arrangements, we 
propose to retain this exemption as part of this consultation. 

Consideration of the use of 087 numbers for provision of ICSS 
 
3.31 Lastly whilst we recognise that ICSS operating on 087 numbers will cost a maximum of 

10p per minute, and therefore carry less potential for financial detriment, we also 
acknowledge that there are strong reasons why 087 numbers should not be exempted 
from any ICSS prior permission regime.  These are: 

• That as well as financial detriment, ICSS which mislead consumers also provide a 
strong risk to the reputation of both the PRS industry as a whole, and to the 
organisations with which the ICSS imply association. 

• That the use of an 087 number may in itself serve to mislead consumers into 
believing this is the number of the organisation they are looking to contact.  Some 
organisations will themselves use 087 numbers in order that consumers can contact 
them directly.  
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As such we do not propose to exempt those operating ICSS on 087 numbers from a 
requirement to seek prior permission. 

 
Q4 – Do you agree with our proposals to remove the exemption for charities which we 
had previously proposed, but waive the requirement to pay a prior permission fee?  If 
not, why not? 
 
 
 
Conditions around search engine-based marketing of ICSS 
 
3.32 In the 2012 consultation, PhonepayPlus asked the following questions in relation to our 

proposed conditions around search engine-based marketing (SEM) of ICSS: 

Do you agree with this assessment and PhonepayPlus’ proposed conditions around 
SEM? If not, why not?  
 
Do you agree with the need to require the inclusion of specific wording in SEM results as 
displayed to the consumer on-screen in search engine results that states “This is a 
premium rate telephone service”? If not, why not? 
 
3.33 Once again, the majority of those non-ICSS providers who responded were generally 

supportive of the proposals, and no respondent challenged our assertion that the address 
of the actual ICSS website to which a search engine result links should not mislead the 
consumer into believing it is connected with the organisation they are actually looking for. 

3.34 One organisation with which a number of ICSS associate suggested that the use of the 
expression “metatags and metadescriptions” in condition a) could lead to other search 
engine marketing techniques not being captured.  They suggested that instead the wording 
could be altered to read as follows: 

“internet marketing or optimisation techniques (such as metatags and metadescriptions)” 

3.35 We believe this is a helpful suggestion, given our desire that prior permission conditions do 
not become obsolete due to changes in market techniques or technology, and as a result 
the proposed prior permission conditions (attached at Annex A) have been altered to 
reflect it. 

3.36 A number of ICSS providers objected to the proposed requirement, also within condition a), 
for the description within any SEM result to include the phrase “this is a premium rate 
service”.  Their grounds for objection, and suggested alternatives, were as follows: 

i. That SEM results, for which the provider pays, allow a maximum of 66 characters 
for service description.  The proposed wording takes up 40 of those characters, 
leaving little room for further description afterwards, and as such the regulator 
should not mandate what descriptions providers must insert. 

ii. That there is no need to mandate this wording unless the actual number of the ICSS 
– i.e. the call to action – was also included in the SEM result, as otherwise the 
consumer cannot incur any charge until they have visited the website, where the 
same phrase could be displayed to the same effect. 

iii. That the same effect could be achieved by the use of the words “this is a directory 
service” rather than “this is a premium rate service”. 
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iv. That the same effect could be achieved by requiring that consumers are informed of 
the price in SEM results. 

3.37 We do not accept the point at (ii) that there is no need for this to be clarified at the SEM 
stage because it can be clarified at the next stage (the ICSS landing page) before the 
consumer engages the service, for two main reasons.  Firstly, the research shows that 
consumers are likely to be misled at the SEM stage into thinking they are being shown the 
number of the organisation they wish to call, rather than the number of an ICSS.  This is 
due to a combination of factors, such as that they are looking for and expect to find a free 
service, they are generally not aware that ICSS exist, and they tend to be misled by the 
name of the organisation they are looking for featuring prominently in the search result and 
in the URL.  

3.38 Secondly, the research shows that the SEM stage is critical in shaping consumers’ 
engagement with the service.  If consumers form the impression at the SEM stage that the 
number advertised is the number of the organisation they wish to call, then this impression 
is likely to persist and they are likely not to notice information on the ICSS landing page 
and are likely to go straight to using the number.  This may not be true for all consumers, 
but the research suggests that it is true for most consumers. 

3.39 For these reasons, we consider that greater transparency at the SEM stage is required and 
that it cannot just be left to the ICSS landing page. 

3.40 With respect to iii) and iv) above, we do not think that just clarifying that it is a directory 
service and clarifying the price is likely to be sufficient.  The research suggests that at this 
stage of the consumer journey, consumers are looking for and expecting to find the 
number for free – i.e. only to pay the call charge levied by the organisation they are wishing 
to call, rather than an additional connection or signposting charge.  Therefore, clarifying 
that it is a directory service and the price may not mean much to them – they may still 
assume that the price advertised is the price of the call to the organisation and not realise 
that they are being charged an additional premium. 

3.41 We therefore consider it important that the search engine result makes the type of premium 
rate service being promoted clear – e.g. that consumers are accessing a connection 
service and that they are paying a premium for doing so and not necessarily the same 
charge as if they called the organisation direct.  We therefore propose that all SEM results 
for all Type 1 ICSS should start with “Premium rate connection service”.  Type 2 ICSS do 
not offer a connection service and should therefore start with “Premium rate assistance 
service” instead. 

3.42 By removing the requirement to include the prefix “this is” before “a premium rate directory 
service”, we can reduce the word count by a small amount, thus leaving more words for 
promoting the service.  As a result we have altered the condition accordingly at Annex A, 
and would welcome any further suggestions as to how the wording could be altered and 
retain the same effect. 

Q5 - Do you agree with this assessment and PhonepayPlus’ changes to proposed 
conditions around SEM? If not, why not and do you have an alternative to propose that 
would meet our objectives?  
 
 
Conditions around promotion of ICSS 
 
3.43 In the 2012 consultation, PhonepayPlus asked the following questions in relation to 

conditions around the promotion of ICSS: 
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Do you agree with this assessment and PhonepayPlus’ proposed conditions around 
promotion of ICSS? If not, why not?  
 
Do you have any views on whether condition b ii) should be applied to all ICSS, or 
whether an altered condition, as outlined above, should apply only to connection and 
signposting services which can prove they are not used mainly by vulnerable people and 
link to genuinely hard to find numbers? If so, please provide them, and any evidence 
which supports them. 
 
3.44 Respondents were generally supportive of the proposed conditions, with the exception of 

condition b ii), and specifically the requirement that ICSS providers display the actual low-
cost number of the organisation the service is looking for on their websites, alongside the 
ICSS number. 

3.45 ICSS providers, but also the majority of other respondents, stated their view that if the 
consumer was clearly informed that a website promotes an ICSS (and not the number they 
are looking for), and are also provided with a link to the website of the organisation they 
seek in order that they can search for the free or lower cost number themselves, then there 
should be no need to provide the actual number the consumer seeks. 

3.46 Some ICSS providers stated their view that their services would offer value to some 
consumers even when they had a link to the website of the organisation they were looking 
for, as the lower cost or free number is often difficult to locate on the website and so the 
consumer would call the ICSS to save time.  For this reason they considered condition b ii) 
disproportionate in its current form, as in effect they would be required to provide a service 
which may offer value to a fully informed consumer for free. 

3.47 Lastly one respondent suggested that condition b ii) would only affect providers of 
connection and/or signposting services (“Type 1 services” as defined by the 2012 
consultation), and could force ICSS providers to switch to “Type 2” assistance and/or 
advice services which would carry different, and arguably greater, risks. 

3.48 Despite clear evidence that a significant number of consumers, whether they have used 
ICSS or not, are confused by what ICSS offers, the research by Jigsaw also indicates that 
34% of ICSS users agreed with the statement “these services are useful”.  In addition 32% 
of consumers agreed that the services saved them time.  This suggests to us that ICSS, 
where promoted in such a way that consumers can make a fully informed decision, will still 
hold some value for some consumers. 

3.49 We recognise also concerns that original condition b ii) would in effect require ICSS 
providers to give their service away for free and that this could be seen as unreasonable 
and disproportionate when there are alternative remedies around greater transparency. 

3.50 In light of this, we propose to alter condition b ii) to remove the requirement for ICSS 
providers to provide the actual number of the organisation the consumer is looking for on 
their website, and have done so at Annex A.  Providers should note that the requirement 
to provide a link to the organisation’s website, in order that consumers can search that site 
for themselves if they wish, will remain.  

3.51 In respect of the other conditions proposed, one respondent suggested that the conditions 
be more prescriptive about the exact placement of information on the ICSS providers’ 
websites.  We do not consider that this is necessary at the current time, providing 
information is presented in a way which is prominent, proximate, and legible.  However we 
would continue to review ICSS websites in light of any prior permission conditions 
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introduced, and therefore retain the ability to alter conditions to make them more 
prescriptive if required at a later date. 

Q6 - Do you agree with this assessment and PhonepayPlus’ changes to proposed 
conditions around promotion of ICSS? If not, why not? 
 
 
 
Conditions around transparency and disclosure when an ICSS is called 
 
3.52 In the 2012 consultation, PhonepayPlus asked the following questions in relation to 

proposed conditions around when an ICSS is called: 

Do you agree with this assessment and PhonepayPlus’ proposed conditions once a 
consumer has dialled an ICSS? If not, why not?  
 
Do you have any views on whether condition b) should be applied to all connection and 
signposting services, or whether an altered condition, requiring that the consumer is 
given the website of the organisation they are looking for rather than the actual number, 
should apply to connection and signposting services which can prove they are not used 
mainly by vulnerable people and link to genuinely hard to find numbers? If so, please 
provide them, and any evidence which supports them. 
 
3.53 As with our proposed conditions relating to the promotion of ICSS, a significant number of 

respondents, including all ICSS providers and trade associations who responded, were of 
the view that a requirement within condition b) to provide the free or lower cost number of 
the organisation the consumer seeks in a free message at the start of the call was 
disproportionate.  The reasons provided were broadly the same as with the same 
proposed requirement around promotion of ICSS – i.e. that the provider should not be 
forced to give away information which may retain value even to a fully informed consumer. 

3.54 A smaller number of respondents also expressed the view that there should be no 
requirement to provide even the web address of the organisation the consumer is looking 
for upon connection.  This was on the grounds that the web address would already have 
been provided on the website if our previously proposed conditions around promotion were 
followed. 

3.55 As with condition b ii) around the promotion of ICSS, the research which Jigsaw conducted 
for PhonepayPlus recognises that a significant minority of those who use ICSS consider 
them to be useful (34%) and that they will save them time (32%).  As a result we propose 
to remove the requirement to provide the number of the organisation the consumer is 
looking for from condition b), and have done so at Annex A.   

3.56 However, we continue to believe that greater transparency at all stages of the consumer 
journey is necessary and reasonable, given the finding that 78% of ICSS users thought 
they were calling the organisation they wish to contact and not an ICSS. 

3.57 We have reconsidered the range of conditions being proposed and the development of 
transparency at each stage. While we maintain the view that there needs to be an alert at 
the start of the call, we have decided to remove any requirement that this must be given to 
the caller free of charge.  

3.58 We therefore propose to include a requirement that all ICSS providers should include an 
alert at the start of the call as follows: 
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“Condition b) Consumers must receive an alert at the start of the call before onward 
connection informing them: 
  (i)  of the price per minute; and, 
  (ii)  that “this is not [insert the end-organisation’s name], and [identify your name as   
   the ICSS provider] can connect you to the number you require”; and, 
  (iii) of the web address of the organisation the consumer is looking for.   

3.59 A minority of respondents, a mixture of ICSS providers and a government organisation, 
also raised further concerns or objections to three of the other proposed conditions, as set 
out below: 

3.60 Condition c) – which would require the consumer to be informed if there is a possibility that 
they will be placed in a queue upon connection.  The objections raised by some ICSS 
providers were on the grounds that it is difficult, and in some cases impossible, to 
determine whether or not a consumer will be placed on hold. 

3.61 We accept that it is not always possible to know whether an organisation’s lines are busy 
enough that a consumer is likely to be placed on hold or not. On further analysis of the 
research findings, we see that the consumer wishes to make a transactional decision 
based on clear information. Consumers are less likely to determine whether to make a call 
using an ICSS or using other means based on the unknown future experience of the 
discussion on the call. Instead the emphasis shown in the research is surrounding the 
identity of the provider, and its distinctness from the end-organisation to which the 
consumer wants to be connected, as well as the cost of the call.  

3.62 After further consideration, we propose to remove condition c) from our prior permission 
notice. This removes a condition seen by some to be onerous, and will also have the effect 
of reducing the length of any alert on connection to the service. 

3.63 Condition g) – which requires that where consumers are asked for personal information 
which allows an ICSS provider to log into their online account, then they are informed of 
this, and that they could undertake the same activity for free themselves.  A concern was 
raised that the provision of such information might extend the length of a call, and therefore 
cost to consumers.  The respondent in question recommended that the final line of 
condition g), which currently reads “They should also be advised as to how this data will be 
stored, retained, or further used”, be altered to read “They should also be advised that 
information about how this data will be stored, retained or further used is available on the 
ICSS providers’ website”. 

3.64 The research by Jigsaw indicated that evidence of collection of consumers’ personal data 
has only been found in “Type 2” advice and/or assistance services.  Given that these 
services will often involve conversations with an operator, and may be prolonged by 
provision of information during the call, we agree with the recommendation above, and 
propose to change the final line of condition g) to read as follows: 
 
“They should also be advised that information about how this data will be stored, retained 
or further used is available on the ICSS providers’ website.  Providers should ensure that 
such information is fully and clearly provided on the website relevant to the number the 
consumer has called”. 

3.65 Condition h) – which requires that the consumer is informed of the cost per minute of the 
service upon connection.  This was on the grounds that, if conditions around ICSS 
promotion had been followed, this information had already been provided to the consumer 
at the website stage of their purchase journey. 
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3.66 It is clear from the research carried out for PhonepayPlus that a greater percentage of 
consumers who have used an ICSS (72%) are confused about what they offer than the GB 
adult population as a whole (50%).  This suggests that a significant number of ICSS 
consumers are still confused even at the point where they dial a service.  However we 
would continue to review this condition as part of any future prior permission regime, and 
consider whether it continues to be relevant in respect of any increase in website 
transparency. 

 
Q7 - Do you agree with this assessment and PhonepayPlus’ changes to proposed 
conditions once a consumer has dialled an ICSS? If not, why not? 
  
Conditions around collection of consumer information by ICSS providers 
 
3.67 As the 2012 consultation set out, it is typically “Type 2” ICSS offering advice and/or 

assistance, which collect consumers’ personal data.  The consultation asked the following 
question in relation to proposed conditions around collection of consumer information by 
ICSS providers: 

Do you agree with this assessment and PhonepayPlus’ proposed conditions where an 
ICSS collects personal and/or confidential data from consumers? If not, why not? 
 
3.68 A number of organisations to which ICSS imply association, and collect information such 

as passwords from consumers in order to log in to private, online accounts, expressed a 
view that our proposals should be strengthened to prohibit such data collection altogether.  
Their concerns in expressing this view can be summarised as follows: 

• That the exchange of such information is likely to breach the organisation’s terms of 
use 

• That such details allow access to transactional accounts, which are linked to 
consumers’ payment details 

• That subsequent misuse of collected data could fall foul of the Computer Misuse Act 
1990, or the Fraud Act 2006. 

 
3.69 We accept that the provision of personal details, such as login passwords, to an ICSS by a 

consumer may breach the relevant organisation’s terms and conditions of use.  However it 
is our view that in a great majority of cases the consumer provides these confidential 
details only because they believe an ICSS to be a legitimate representative of the 
organisation they are looking to contact.  Conditions set out around promotion of ICSS, and 
on connection to an ICSS, will allow consumers to make a fully informed decision, but if 
they still choose to breach the terms and conditions of use by providing confidential 
information to a third party then PhonepayPlus believes this is a matter for the 
organisations, and not a regulatory body, to enforce. 

3.70 While we also accept that confidential data could be used to breach both the Fraud Act 
2006 and the Computer Misuse Act 1990, this is  only likely to occur if the data is not kept 
in accordance with the Data Protection Act 1998, to which our proposed conditions clearly 
refer as a requirement.  As such we do not intend to strengthen our proposals as 
respondents suggest but would welcome any evidence that breaches of the Data 
Protection Act 1998, especially those which subsequently lead to breaches of the 
Computer Misuse Act 1990 or the Fraud Act 2006, are occurring as a direct result of 
collection of consumers’ personal data by ICSS. 

3.71 One respondent suggested that we may wish to add to the proposed conditions a 
requirement that any data collected from consumers is demonstrably necessary for the 
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purposes of the service being provided.  We agree that such a requirement would prevent 
calls, and cost, being unnecessarily elongated by the collection of information which is not 
integral to service provision, and indeed we have seen examples of this in respect of Type 
2 ICSS on which we have adjudicated. 

3.72 As a result we have added the following condition c) to conditions around the collection of 
personal and/or confidential data from consumers: 

“c)  Providers of ICSS who intend to collect personal and/or confidential data and/or 
information should only collect information which is necessary to facilitate provision of the 
service, and should provide evidence that any data or information they have collected is 
necessary for service provision upon request by PhonepayPlus.” 

Q8 - Do you agree with this assessment and PhonepayPlus’ changes to proposed 
conditions where an ICSS collects personal and/or confidential data from consumers? If 
not, why not? 
 
Q9 – Do you agree with the additional condition c) in respect of a requirement to only 
collect information necessary for the provision of the service?  If not, why not? 
 
Whether a bond should be necessary for ICSS providers to obtain prior permission 
 
3.73 As with all prior permission regimes which PhonepayPlus proposes, the 2012 

consultation considered as part of the Regulatory Impact Assessment whether it was 
necessary to set a bond.  Some of those who provide ICSS had signalled that they 
would prefer a bond to be set as a higher barrier to market entry, which would potentially 
deter those with less than honest intentions.  

3.74 However our consideration balanced this against the fact that the loss of prior 
permission prevents any provider from operating a service of that type, and so would 
serve as a significant deterrent even without the introduction of a bond.  The 2012 
consultation asked the following question in relation to the setting of a bond:  

Do you have any thoughts on whether a bond is necessary? If so please provide them, 
and any evidence that supports them. 
 
3.75 Opinion from those who responded to this question was mixed.  Some respondents 

continued to suggest that a bond would deter rogue providers of ICSS, with one 
respondent suggesting that the introduction of prior permission with a bond, but no other 
conditions, would deter 95% of rogue ICSS providers.  However other respondents 
continued to suggest that prior permission, and the threatened loss of it if conditions were 
breached, would serve as a suitable deterrent without the inclusion of a bond. 

3.76 PhonepayPlus notes the split in opinions, even among ICSS providers, and also that whilst 
some respondents provided opinions they did not provide any further evidence as to why a 
bond would be necessary or not.  As such we do not propose to set a bond, but would 
welcome any evidence which may strongly suggest a bond is necessary. 

Q10 - Do you have any further evidence on whether a bond is necessary? If so please 
provide it. 
 
Live services and current exemptions to prior permission requirements 
 
3.77 Live services are defined as those that allow for a two-way conversation to take place. 

Some ICSS may operate in such a way as to either (i) provide connection to an end-
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organisation where the service provided by that end-organisation allows for a two-way 
conversation to take place; or, (ii) allow for a two-way conversation to gain information, 
advice, and/or assistance relating to specific organisations, businesses and/or services that 
such organisations or businesses provide. 

3.78 In relation to some categories of live services, there is an exemption from the prior 
permission requirement. The list of current exemptions, dated August 2011, includes the 
following relevant exemptions: 

• Live customer support services 

• Live DQ services 

• Connection services for Live Conversation for UK end destinations only – these 
services include services enabling ‘cheap’ (typically 10ppm up to 60ppm) calls to 
hospitalised relatives and friends (please note that this does include live 
entertainment services) 

3.79 In light of this consultation and the proposals set out within it, we consider it necessary to 
amend this current list to ensure consistency and clarity in relation to our intention to set up 
a new prior permission regime for all services covered by the ICSS definition. 

3.80 PhonepayPlus proposes to amend the list as follows: 

• Live customer support services provided by a public or commercial organisation, or 
provided by any ICSS provider who has an established, written agreement with a 
public or commercial organisation to which the customer support services relate 

• Live full national directory enquiry services 

3.81 PhonepayPlus proposes to remove the exemption for connection services from the list of 
exemptions. Such services that historically fall within this exemption would not fall within 
the definition of ICSS. For this reason, the removal of the exemption ought not to have any 
significant regulatory impact on those services in terms of the new regime. 

3.82 PhonepayPlus recognises that other established prior permission regimes may have an 
impact on such historical services going forward, and we invite any affected providers to 
discuss the regulatory impact as part of this consultation. 

3.83 These changes are intended to ensure the proposals are implemented consistently and 
effectively across the ICSS market. 

Q11 – Do you agree with our proposal to alter the list of current exemptions from prior 
permission, so that ‘connection services’ are removed?  If not, why not? 
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Section 4: Regulatory impact assessment 
 
4.1 The 2012 consultation assessed the impact of our proposed conditions as follows: 

• That prior permission itself would carry a fee of £300, which we considered negligible 

• Changes to SEM and websites would not represent an unnecessary burden on 
providers in terms of operational cost, particularly as many of the changes as a result 
of our proposed conditions would also be required as a result of the new rules 
introduced by Google Adwords. 

• Changes to information provided by IVR and/or operators would not represent an 
unnecessary burden to ICSS providers in terms of operational cost. 

• That whilst some of the proposed conditions are likely to reduce revenue, and 
therefore the incentive to operate, for ICSS providers, this was proportionate due to 
the following factors: 

o The potential for consumers to be misled into believing they are contacting the 
actual organisation they are looking for, even to the extent of providing 
personal and/or confidential data to them in some cases, or that they are 
obtaining information, advice or assistance which cannot be obtained 
elsewhere at a lower cost.  Research carried out by Jigsaw has subsequently 
confirmed that 50% of GB adults and 78% of ICSS consumers are confused 
about ICSS, and this further suggests a likely fall in usage if consumers are 
better informed about ICSS.  

o The potential risk to vulnerable consumers, both in terms of cost and any 
delay where urgent advice is sought.  

o The risk to the general reputation of both public and commercial 
organisations.  

o The secondary risk to the reputation of PRS as a whole.  

 
4.2 Whilst the majority of respondents did not comment on the assessment, some ICSS 

providers, and one trade association, did do so.  They expressed that there may be a 
greater cost than our assessment had provided for in three areas: 

i. The increase in cost of SEM promotion due to the requirement to state “premium 
rate service” in SEM descriptions.  One ICSS provider suggested that the price they 
pay is directly correlated to the length of copy they use. 

ii. The cost of providing free pre-call announcements on connection to an ICSS. 

iii. The cost of monitoring accessibility (i.e. whether the consumer will be placed in a 
queue or not) to organisations to which ICSS provide onward connection. 

4.3 With respect to i) PhonepayPlus recognises the potential character limitations within SEM 
descriptions, and that to increase the word count as required by condition a) around the 
SEM stage of an ICSS is to increase advertising cost to the ICSS provider.  However we 
do not consider that this increase in cost is disproportionate if it will ensure that consumers 
who set out to find a number for free are clearly informed of the nature of the service being 
promoted. 

4.4 With respect to ii) and iii), PhonepayPlus has addressed these concerns by removing the 
conditions that ICSS providers suggested would increase costs associated with 
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implementing changes to the service to bring it in line with the prior permission regime. 
While there will remain costs associated with the provision of an alert on connection to the 
service, the length of that alert is likely to be shorter now that there is no requirement to 
announce whether the consumer will be placed in a queue or not. Furthermore, there is 
now no requirement for the alert to be provided free of charge.   

 
Q12: Do you have any evidence of significant cost which ICSS providers will incur as a 
result of a requirement to state “premium rate connection service” or “premium rate 
assistance service” in SEM descriptions?  If so please provide it. 
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Section 5: Next steps 
 
5.1 We are seeking the views of all stakeholders, whether they have contributed as 

respondents to the 2012 review or not, on the external research and conclusions found by 
Jigsaw Research, and on our assessment of the objections raised in response to the 2012 
consultation and proposals. The proposals have been amended in small but significant 
ways, and we are seeking feedback on these proposals and answers to the questions 
raised throughout this document. 

5.2 Where possible, comments should be submitted in writing and sent by email to 
dlevitt@phonepayplus.org.uk by no later than Wednesday, 5 June 2013 (8 weeks from 
the date of issue of this paper). Copies may also be sent by mail to: 

Mr David Levitt 
Regulatory Development Executive 
PhonepayPlus 
Clove Building 
4 Maguire Street 
London SE1 2NQ 
 
Tel: 020 7940 7445 

 
5.3 If you have any queries about this consultation, please telephone or email (insert name) 

using the above contact details. 

Confidentiality 
 

5.4 We plan to publish the outcome of this consultation and to make available all responses 
received. If you want all or part of your submission to remain confidential, you must make a 
specific request for this, along with your reasons for making the request. 

 
 
 

mailto:dlevitt@phonepayplus.org.uk
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List of consultation questions 
 
Q1: Do you agree with our assessment in relation to the six objections that were raised 
to applying a prior permission regime to ICSS? If not, why not? 
 
Q2: In light of this, do you agree with our conclusion to apply a prior permission regime 
to ICSS, but not to full national directory enquiry (118) services? If not, why not? 
 
Q3 – Do you agree with our altered definition of Information, Connection and/or 
Signposting Services (ICSS)?  If not, what alternative would you propose? 
 
Q4 – Do you agree with our proposals to remove the exemption for charities which we 
had previously proposed, but waive the requirement to pay a prior permission fee?  If 
not, why not? 
 
Q5 - Do you agree with this assessment and PhonepayPlus’ changes to proposed 
conditions around SEM? If not, why not and do you have an alternative to propose that 
meet our objective?  
 
Q6 – Do you agree with this assessment and PhonepayPlus’ changes to proposed 
conditions around promotion of ICSS? If not, why not?   
 
Q7 - Do you agree with this assessment and PhonepayPlus’ changes to proposed 
conditions once a consumer has dialled an ICSS? If not, why not? 
 
Q8 - Do you agree with this assessment and PhonepayPlus’ changes to proposed 
conditions where an ICSS collects personal and/or confidential data from consumers? If 
not, why not? 
 
Q9 – Do you agree with the additional condition c) in respect of a requirement to only 
collect information necessary for the provision of the service?  If not, why not? 
 
Q10 - Do you have any further evidence on whether a bond is necessary? If so please 
provide it. 
 
Q11 – Do you agree with our proposal to alter the list of current exemptions from prior 
permission, so that ‘connection services’ are removed?  If not, why not? 

Q12: Do you have any evidence of significant cost which ICSS providers will incur as a 
result of a requirement to state “premium rate connection service” or “premium rate 
assistance service” in SEM descriptions?  If so please provide it. 
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Annex A) Prior permission notice 
 

PRIOR PERMISSIONS NOTICE 
 
 

FOR THE ATTENTION OF ALL SERVICE PROVIDERS INTENDING TO OPERATE 
INFORMATION, CONNECTION, AND/OR SIGNPOSTING SERVICES 

 
This Notice is being issued to inform all service providers who intend to provide Information, 
Connection and/or Signposting Services (ICSS) that new rules apply. Providers are required 
to apply for a prior permission licence to operate such services. Services operating without a 
licence to operate ICSS will be considered to be in breach of the PhonepayPlus Code of 
Practice.  
 
For the avoidance of doubt, an ICSS is defined as follows:  
 

“Premium rate services, excluding full national directory enquiry services2, that 
provide connection to specific organisations, businesses and/or services located or 
provided in the UK; and/or which provide information, advice, and/or assistance 
relating to such specific organisations, businesses and/or services.” 

 
For the avoidance of doubt, this definition does not apply to Directory enquiry (DQ) services 
as defined in PhonepayPlus “Guidance on Directory Enquiry Services” and which currently 
operate on the 118 number range.  
 
For the further avoidance of doubt, the following providers of ICSS are exempt from this 
Notice:  
 

• Any provider who has an established, written agreement with a public or commercial 
organisation to operate an information, advice, or assistance service on their behalf. 
In this case, the provider would not be required to seek permission in respect of 
services which were operated as part of such an agreement. Such agreement must 
be provided to PhonepayPlus upon request. 

 
General Conditions  
 

• All provisions of the PhonepayPlus Code (as far as they are applicable) apply to the 
service.  

• PhonepayPlus may impose such further conditions as it may deem necessary upon 
reasonable notice.  

• This permissions certificate may be revoked without notice by PhonepayPlus if any 
condition is breached.  

                                                
2 This is defined in the Oftel Statement dated 1 March 2002, and has been adopted (to the extent set 
out) as follows: “A Directory Enquiry Service which provides information on allocations of numbers to 
subscribers from the United Kingdom numbering scheme to callers located in the United Kingdom. A 
National Directory Enquiry Service shall be considered a ‘full’ National Directory Enquiry Service for 
the time being if it provides information on the geographic numbers of all business and residential 
listings and on other numbers used for comparable purposes to geographical numbers (e.g. 08 
numbers used for main switchboards etc), where the subject of the listing has not withheld their 
permission for its inclusion.” 
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• PhonepayPlus may revoke this permission certificate for any other reason after giving 
reasonable notice.  

• This permission is granted to the service provider and relates only to it (and, for the 
avoidance of doubt, does not relate to any subsidiary or associated company or any 
other company) and may not be assigned or otherwise transferred in any way.  

• The service provider will notify PhonepayPlus of the applicable telephone number(s) 
or access code(s) when the service commences and, once notified, the telephone 
number(s) or access code(s) of the service may not be changed without the prior 
written consent of PhonepayPlus. If, for any reason, the service fails to commence 
within six months from the date of this permission certificate, or having commenced 
does not operate for any continuous period of six months, this permission certificate 
(in either case) will immediately cease to be in force.  

 
 
Specific Conditions  
 
Search Engine Marketing (SEM) 
 

a) Web-based promotions should not use internet marketing or optimisations techniques 
(such as metadescriptions or metatags) which mislead a consumer into believing (a) 
that their service is the actual service the consumer is seeking; or (b) that they are 
providing advice or information that is not already available from a public or 
commercial organisation (unless they genuinely are providing advice or information 
that is not available in this way). In addition, web-based promotions should contain 
metadescriptions which make it clear that the service on offer is a premium rate 
service (PRS), and not the helpline or information the consumer is seeking. The 
Search Engine Marketing (SEM) should therefore display the phrase “Premium rate 
connection service” at the beginning of the result as displayed (for a Type 1 ICSS) 
and “Premium rate assistance service” for a Type 2 ICSS to ensure it is clearly on-
screen when the consumer views the search engine results. 

b) Services must not promote using websites with addresses which mislead a consumer 
into believing the website is associated with the organisation they are seeking. 

 
Promotions and Promotional material (including website landing pages for the service) 
 

a) Layout and presentation of information must comply with all Code obligations to 
clearly state the price and other key information immediately next to the PRS number 
and in a sufficiently prominent format.  

b) Promotional material must clearly and prominently state (where this is factually the 
case) that the information provided by the PRS (be it a phone number, advice or 
information) is available direct from the relevant public or commercial organisation at 
no or lower cost. The presentation of this information should be in a manner which is 
clear, prominent and proximate to the premium rate number advertised.  

c) Promotional material must be distinct in appearance from the organisation being 
sought. Promotions must not use descriptions, colour or typeface which is, or may be, 
perceived to imitate the organisation the consumer is looking for. Promotions must 
not imply that advice and/or information is unique to an ICSS when the same advice 
and/or information is available from a public or commercial organisation.  

d) Where a service requires the consumer to provide secure personal and/or confidential 
details, such as online account numbers or passwords, then promotional material 
must clearly inform the consumer that their details are being provided to a third party, 
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and not the organisation they actually wish to contact. In addition, where such secure 
data will be used to log into a consumer’s online account in order to undertake any 
action on the consumer’s behalf, promotional material must clearly inform consumers 
of this, and that they could perform such actions themselves at no cost.  

 
Alerts on connection or prior to charging 
 

a) Where an ICSS provides an IVR containing the number of the service the consumer 
is actually looking for, then promotional material must clearly instruct consumers to 
have a pen and paper ready, or some other means of recording the number, before 
they call.  

b) Consumers must receive an alert at the start of the call before onward connection 
informing them: 

(i) of the price per minute; and, 

(ii) that “this is not [insert the end-organisation’s name], and [identify your name 
as  the ICSS provider] can connect you to the number you require”; and, 

(iii) of the web address of the organisation the consumer is looking for.   

c) Where the consumer is connected to an IVR containing information, this information 
must not be unreasonably prolonged or delayed, and the consumer must be informed 
of the cost of the call in a message at the start of the call.  

d) Where the consumer is connected to an IVR containing information which is freely 
available on the web, the consumer must be informed of this, and the address of the 
relevant website, at the start of the call.  

e) Where the consumer has been connected to an operator who will provide them with 
the number and/or information they are seeking, they must not be asked to supply 
details which are irrelevant to the provision of the information they seek.  

f) Where the consumer is asked to supply secure personal and/or confidential details, 
then they must be clearly informed that their details are being provided to a third 
party, and not the organisation they wished to contact. In addition, where such secure 
data will be used to log into a consumer’s online account in order to undertake any 
action on their behalf, then consumers must be clearly informed of this and that they 
could perform these actions themselves at no cost. They should also be advised that 
information about how this data will be stored, retained, or further used is available on 
the ICSS providers’ website. Providers should ensure that such information is fully 
and clearly provided on the website relevant to the number the consumer has called.  

g) Where the consumer has been provided with the number they are seeking, and then 
has the option of being connected to it directly, they must be informed clearly of the 
cost per minute of doing so and be given the opportunity to refuse. Where onward 
connection is automatic, then the consumer must first be clearly informed of the cost, 
and a gap of five seconds must be provided in between the provision of information 
and connection, in order that the consumer can choose to end the call.  

h) ICSS must not provide any facility which makes it possible for the consumer to save a 
PRS number to their phone. 

 
Collection of personal data from consumers  
 

a) Providers of ICSS who intend to collect personal data and are Data Controllers as 
defined within the Data Protection Act 1998 must satisfy PhonepayPlus that they 
have complied with the requirement to notify the Information Commissioner’s Office 



39 
 

(ICO) and provide it with full details of the types of data that they will be processing. 
Providers must ensure that they comply with the requirements of the Data Protection 
Act 1998 in relation to the processing of consumers’ personal data at all times.  

b) Providers of ICSS who intend to collect confidential data/information (e.g. login 
passwords, PIN numbers etc) that may not fall within the definition of personal data 
should clearly inform consumers as to their intended use of such information, and 
obtain consumer consent before confidential information is used. Providers should 
thereafter not use the information for any other purpose or on any other occasion 
without further consumer consent being given.  

c) Providers of ICSS who intend to collect personal and / or confidential data and / or 
information should only collect information which is necessary to facilitate provision of 
the service, and should provide evidence that any data or information they have 
collected is necessary for service provision upon request by PhonepayPlus. 

 
PhonepayPlus recommends that service providers submit their applications as soon as 
possible. Application can be submitted via email to compliance@phonepayplus.org.uk.  
 
Service providers are reminded that the granting of a prior permissions licence by 
PhonepayPlus to operate ICSS does not serve as an obligation to any Network operator to 
provide connection or carriage for such services. 
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Annex B) List of respondents to 2012 review and 
consultation 

 
AIME  
Four anonymous responses  
BT  
Citizens Advice  
Cable&Wireless  
Communications Consumer Panel (CCP) 
Clix Connex 
Consumer Focus 
Direct Gov 
Information Commissioner’s Office (ICO) 
Numbers Plus Ltd. 
PayPal 
PRS Directory Service Ltd 
Telefonica UK Ltd 
The Helpline Group Ltd. 
The Number UK Ltd 
Which? 
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Annex C) Google AdWords policy – Sale of free items 
and official services 

 
Sale of free items and official services  
What's the policy? 

Google AdWords doesn't allow the sale of items or services that are otherwise available for free. We also 
don't allow the sale of government forms or services that are available for free or for a lower price on the 
official or government site. 

We've created this policy to protect our users from being misled. 
 
Examples 

Free products and services 

Website Allowed? 

Charging for free items 
/Not allowed 
Google doesn't allow the promotion of sites that charge for products or 
services that are otherwise available for free.  

Charging for services 
associated with products or 
services that are otherwise 
available for free or available 
from an official form or service 

/Allowed with limitations 
Google allows the promotion of sites that charge for services associated 
with products or services that are otherwise available for free or available 
from an official form or service, as long as the following disclosures are 
presented together, prominently above the fold on all landing pages:  

• The site clearly states whether the advertiser is affiliated or not 
affiliated with the government, official source or free source 

• The site discloses that the products, services or forms are 
available from the government, official source or free source 
either for free (where applicable) or at lower cost than the 
advertiser charges 

• The site must describe the additional services offered that are 
unavailable from the government, official source or free source.  
Advertisers should not misrepresent the value that they add by 
highlighting features or services available from the official source 
for free 

• Your ads and landing pages cannot promote services that 
provide little or no additional value to the user beyond the original 
or official online or automated application process 

Charging for free software 
/Not allowed 
Google doesn't allow the promotion of sites that charge for downloads of 
software that's widely available for free.  

Free software 
/Allowed 
Google allows the promotion of sites that provide free software or 
information about free software.  

Selling AdWords coupons 
/Not allowed 
Google doesn't allow the promotion of sites that charge for Google 
AdWords coupons.  
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Free official forms or services 

Website Allowed? 

Selling government forms 
/Not allowed 
Google doesn't allow the promotion of sites that charge for government 
forms that are free or available for a lower price on the government site.  

Government form information 
/Allowed 
Google allows the promotion of sites that provide information about 
government forms.  

 
What can I do if my site gets suspended? 
 

Step 1: Review the guidelines above and see where your website might be causing issues. Please note 
that your entire website needs to comply, not just the landing page from your ad.  

• Free items: 
Ensure that the products or services you're selling aren't already available for free. Remove all 
products that are available for free elsewhere, or provide those products for free on your site. 

 

• Paid services associated with free items: 
If you charge users for services associated with free products or services (such as telephone 
directory sites that charge for access to toll-free or premium rate phone numbers), your site must 
do the following:  

o Accurately represent the added value that you're charging for.  

o Be explicit that the product or service is otherwise available for free. 

o Provide a working link to the official source of the product or service, and give that link 
equal prominence at the point of entry to your service. 
 

• Paid services associated with official forms or services: 
If you charge users for services associated with government forms or services, such as 
assistance with document preparation or filing, your site must do the following:  

o Accurately represent the added value you're charging for.  

o Clearly and prominently state your affiliation or non-affiliation with the government or 
official body.  

o Be explicit that the forms or services are available for free or for a lower cost. 

o Provide a working link to the official source of the form or service, and give that link equal 
prominence at the point of entry to your service. 
 

Step 2: After making any necessary changes to your site, request a re-review of your site by completing 
this contact form: /Request a re-review  
 
 

What happens if I violate this policy? 

• Ad disapproval: Ads that don't follow this policy may get disapproved. A disapproved ad won't be 
able to run until the policy violation is fixed and the ad is approved. 

http://support.google.com/adwords/bin/request.py?contact_type=site_policy&utm_source=policyhc&utm_medium=contact_site_review&utm_campaign=189033
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• Domain disabling: We may suspend websites that violate this policy, meaning that the website 
can no longer be advertised with AdWords until the problem is fixed. 

• Account suspension: An account may get suspended if you have several violations or a serious 
violation. If this happens, all ads in the suspended account will stop running, and we may no 
longer accept advertising from you. Any related accounts may also get permanently suspended 
and your new accounts may get automatically suspended at setup. Learn more about 
suspended accounts. 

 

 

http://support.google.com/adwordspolicy/bin/answer.py?answer=164786
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Background and Methodology 
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 Information, Call Connection and/or Signposting 
Services (ICSS) are PRS that are promoted 
prominently on search engines such as Google or 
Bing, or sometimes on classified ads websites such as 
Gumtree, and can be defined as follows:  

 
* ‘Premium rate services (other than directory enquiry 
services), which provide consumers with information, 
advice and/or assistance relating to specific 
organisations, businesses and/or services that such 
organisations or businesses provide, or which provide 
connection to such organisations, businesses and/or 
services’ 

 There are two broad types of service (as defined by 
Phonepay Plus): 

 
TYPE 1 – ‘signposting’ - number provision and/or call 
connection service.  Type 1 services can be seen as 
similar to directory enquiries (DQ). However they 
operate on a premium rate number rather than a 
118xxx number and usually offer the number of one (or 
a small selection of) organisations rather than the full 
range that a DQ service provides 
 
TYPE 2 – ‘helpline’ or advice services (which may or 
may not include the customer providing account 
details so that the ICSS provider can interact with the 
organisation on their behalf). They do not generally 
offer any ‘signposting’ 

Introduction to ICSS 

ICSS Definition ICSS Types 

* ICSS Consultation Document, PhonepayPlus, 19th July 2012 
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 Phonepay Plus has received a number of complaints 
about ICSS services in the last year, some of which 
have resulted in regulatory activity.  There is a concern 
for the potential of these services to cause consumer 
harm 

 Phonepay Plus issued a public consultation which 
closed at the end of September.  The objective of the 
consultation was to seek views on the putting in place 
of effective and proportionate controls around these 
services.  In replying to the consultation, ICSS 
providers have challenged the arguments about the 
potential for consumer harm.  Research was therefore 
required to ensure the consumer viewpoint was 
included in the debate 

 At an overall level research was required to 
understand why and how people use ICSS and how 
these services are perceived 

 More specifically, objectives included: 
― To assess the potential for consumer harm – both in 

terms of direct harm (cost of using, feeling mislead, 
delays, giving out personal data) and also indirectly 
undermining public confidence in the organisation they 
are wishing to call 

― To understand the perceived benefits of ICSS services 
― To understand how ICSS are perceived in the context of 

directory enquiry services – to what extent are they 
seen as different/similar and how, if at all, does the 
potential for ‘harm’ differ 

― To understand perceptions and understanding at 
different stages of the customer journey 

― To explore safeguards that may have helped 

Background and objectives to the Research 

Background and aims 

Specific objectives 
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Overview of Methodology 

Step 1 

* Initial qualitative stage  
12 paired-depth interviews 
 In-person interviews 

with an accompanied 
‘look-up’ exercise 

 Mix of ages and social 
grades 

 22nd November to 20th 
December 
 

Step 2 

* Quantitative stage  
6,146 online interviews 
 Representative of GB 

adult population 
 23rd – 31st January 

Step 3 

Follow-up qualitative stage 
14 in-depth interviews with 
ICSS users 
 30th January – 19th 

February 

Step 4 

Analysis and Reporting 

Dec ‘12 Jan ‘13 Feb ‘13 

Step 1 

Step 2 

Step 3 

Step 4 

Initial qualitative stage 

Quantitative stage 

Follow-up qualitative stage 

Analysis & Reporting 

 * A random selection of different ICSS service examples were used in both the initial qualitative and quantitative stages to aid 
memory and understanding of these services 
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Key Headlines 
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Key Headlines 

• Biggest complaint about ICSS services is the lack of transparency 

• Evidence that this can result in confusion which can in turn lead to consumer harm. All ICSS 
services can cause confusion although to varying degrees 

• Consumers believe the sites are deliberately misleading (using URLs with end organisation name, 
using end organisation logos / imagery and not promoting ICSS name / costs as visibly) 

• Evidence of widespread impact and collective loss. c1.2m **GB adults have used an ICSS service 
thinking they were calling the end organisation directly 
 Evidence that consumers feel partly responsible – particularly as often in a rush 
 Irritation higher among those where money is tight 
 Also the potential for harm to the reputation of the end organisation 
 Most common searches tend to be for utilities and government departments 

• Perceived degree of potential ‘harm’ from *Type 2 services is notably higher 

• Consumers feel more should be done to make it clear that these services are offering premium rate 
directory style services 
 They then have a choice as to whether or not to use them 

 * Type 2 feedback was based on qualitative interviews only 
**  Based on estimates made using a nationally representative sample of 6,146 GB adults 
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Main Findings 
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4 in 5 adults use the internet to search for telephone numbers.  No 
differences by age.  Less than 1 in 10 use 118 

82% 

50% 

28% 

8% 

7% 

7% 

Internet search 

Bill/letter 

Via printed directory 

Call 118 service 

Via newspaper 

None 

80% 
83% 
82% 
83% 
81% 
81% 

87% 
84% 

80% 
75% 

82% 
81% 

18-24 
25-34 
45-44 
45-54 
55-64 

65+ 

AB 
C1 
C2 
DE 

Male 
Female 

Base = All adults (n=6,146) 
Online omnibus survey with a nationally representative sample of GB adults aged 18+ 

All methods used to find large 
organisations’ telephone numbers 

% using Internet search – by key 
demographics 

All adults: 82% 
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Even though two thirds are aware that the shaded areas are paid for ads, 
most adults still click on those results at least sometimes.  Awareness 
much lower among over 45s and C2DEs 

69% 
Claim to be aware that the shaded 

area at the top of an internet search 
page contains paid for ads 

64% 

75% 

59% 

65% 

73% 
76% 

62% 63% 63% 

70% 

79% 
83% 

Female Male DE C2 C1 AB 65+ 55-64 45-54 45-44 25-34 18-24 

Shaded Area Awareness by key demographics 

All adults 

67% 

77% 

Always (12%) or sometimes (55%) click on 
the first few results even if they’re in the 

shaded area 

Always (18%) or sometimes (59%) tend to 
avoid the shaded areas BUT might click on 

the links if they look relevant 

• For some, paid for ads can actually help foster organisation 
credibility because it conveys a sense of size and income 

• Most consumers don’t understand that end organisations’ names 
would appear in URLs that do not belong to that organisation. This 
means if they appear in one specific search result then they believe 
they must be related to the end organisation and wouldn’t appear in 
another search result 

• Consumers don’t expect a company to use lots of different URLs 
i.e. one URL for the inland revenue number and another for British 
Gas etc.  

Base = All adults (n=6,146) 
Online omnibus survey with a nationally representative sample of GB adults aged 18+ 
Qualitative feedback based on 12 paired (24 people) in-depth interviews with a selection of people who use the internet to look up phone numbers 
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42% claim to be aware of ICSS services, falling to a third among DEs 

42% 
ICSS Aware: Claim to be aware that 

companies offering this type of service 
appear in internet search results 

ICSS Awareness by key 
demographics 

Aware 
42% 

Unaware 
44% 

Unsure 
14% 

37% 

46% 

35% 

42% 42% 

46% 

40% 
41% 

42% 

37% 

44% 

48% 

Female Male DE C2 C1 AB 65+ 55-64 45-54 45-44 25-34 18-24 

All adults 

Base = All adults (n=6,146) 
Online omnibus survey with a nationally representative sample of GB adults aged 18+ 
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There are those who can see ICSS services as offering a genuine (albeit 
relatively small) consumer benefit 

• If they are clear about what is being offered, ICSS 
services can be seen as an alternative to 118 directory 
enquires 

• Appreciate that some numbers are hard to find on a 
company’s own website  

• You are paying for the convenience of getting the 
number quickly 

• Provided you understand what is being offered you 
can choose whether or not to take ‘advantage’ of this  

• Many choose not to and either avoid the link or click out 
once they inadvertently go through to the page 

• Low knowledge of typical ICSS and 118 charges 

27% Agree that these services are useful 

Base = All adults (n=6,146) 
Online omnibus survey with a nationally representative sample of GB adults aged 18+ 
Qualitative feedback based on 12 paired (24 people) in-depth interviews with a selection of people who use the internet to look up phone numbers 
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However, more typically the impact of ICSS services ranges from mild 
irritation through to the potential to be mislead 

• Among the more ‘savvy’ the major irritation is that they clutter 
up the search pages – have to sift though to find the genuine 
numbers 

• Or they have to come in and out of various webpages (which 
appear to have genuine URLs) before reaching the website 
they set out to visit 

• These services are seen to lack transparency which means that 
not everyone is clear what they are entering into 

• Some end up calling up an ICSS service unknowingly  

• Most vulnerable when busy or are less familiar with the web 

• Some services/sites are clearer than others but all sites have 
the possibility to create confusion 

• Sites providing connection services to government-related 
numbers appear to be ‘taking advantage’ of the fact that people 
do not necessarily know the correct deptartment name 

 

50% Agree it’s not clear what these 
services are offering 

Base = All adults (n=6,146) 
Online omnibus survey with a nationally representative sample of GB adults aged 18+ 
Qualitative feedback based on 12 paired (24 people) in-depth interviews with a selection of people who use the internet to look up phone numbers 
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The lack of clarity around ICSS starts with a lack of familiarity with them 
and what they are offering 

• No-one starts out with the intention of looking for a directory service on 
the internet – they are looking for the direct end organisation telephone 
number 

• So when entering an ICSS site where they see the end organisation’s 
name and a telephone number, many assume it is their own website (or 
a free telephone listing service) 

• Backdrop to the confusion is therefore the lack of clarity around what 
benefit they offer/why they are there.  Only a few automatically see 
them as offering a service  

• Can appear to be an extra layer to achieve their intended goal (i.e. 
going online to obtain a number) 

• Potentially adding to the time taken to achieve your goal and/or adding 
to the cost 

• 118 services are a more ‘obvious transaction’ – you know you are 
paying a premium to obtain a number.  You are choosing this 
transaction, although you may not be aware how much it costs.  96% of 
those using a 118 service ‘knew it was a directory enquiries service I 
would have to pay for’ 

Base = All adults (n=6,146) 
Online omnibus survey with a nationally representative sample of GB adults aged 18+ 
Qualitative feedback based on 12 paired (24 people) in-depth interviews with a selection of people who use the internet to look up phone numbers 
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ICSS providers could do more to improve the transparency of what is 
being offered 

The lack of clarity starts with the listings page 

The name of the company/service searched for can sometimes form part of the URL – those 
adopting this approach lead to greater confusion           

They are often towards the top of the search engines so you can click through in a rush           

Not everyone understands that those in the shaded area are paid for ads 

Qualitative feedback based on 12 paired (24 people) in-depth interviews with a selection of people who use the internet to look up phone numbers 
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A number of factors about the sites themselves cause confusion – 
although some pages are easier to understand than others 
 

The telephone number is in considerably bigger/darker font – our automatic (‘*system one’) 
behaviours means we tend to focus on the goal (especially if in a hurry) without giving the site 
too much scrutiny 

Certain terms exacerbate the confusion e.g.: ‘URL’; ‘information may be found without charge by 
searching in the public domain’; ‘this information (rather than phone no.) can also be found for 
free on their website’ 

Other print e.g. ICSS provider name, costs of the call can be quite small or faded out (white font 
on light grey background), easy to miss – especially from a smartphone 

Many of the sites do not advertise their own brand/promote themselves as a directory service as 
obviously as they could do 

Consumers less familiar with 09 premium rate pre-fixes and what they are being charged for them 
& do not understand this charging model 

The use of maps, logos, head office addresses and certain imagery make the sites look more 
official 

* System 1 is generally automatic, affective and heuristic-based, which means that it relies on mental “shortcuts.” It quickly proposes intuitive answers 
to problems as they arise. System 2, which corresponds closely with controlled processes, is slow, arduous, conscious, rule-based and also can be 
employed to monitor the quality of the answer provided by System 1. 

Qualitative feedback based on 12 paired (24 people) in-depth interviews with a selection of people who use the internet to look up phone numbers 
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Some examples of the potential for confusion 

• In both examples, not clearly branded as an ICSS service 
• The phrases ‘the information we provide you with can be 

found without charge by searching for yourself 
at this URL’  or ‘within the public domain’ are unclear 

• Telephone number dominates and the cost and explanation of 
the service are in much smaller font 

Telephone number dominates.  The term ‘searching  
yourself in the public domain’ is unclear. 

Official imagery  
& maps 

Qualitative feedback based on 12 paired (24 people) in-depth interviews with a selection of people who use the internet to look up phone numbers 
 



18 

Although some sites are clearer in certain aspects than others 

The site is branded – although branding could be  
considerably stronger 

The text explaining it is a directory service is  
larger – although people do not always understand 
the phrase ‘call the directory number’ (could be 
British Gas directing their call) 

The text ‘the number can also be found for free 
by searching the British Gas website here’ is 
clearer 

However, if you are in a rush all you see is the 
number, ‘British Gas Customer Services’ and  
a professional looking site with a map.   

Qualitative feedback based on 12 paired (24 people) in-depth interviews with a selection of people who use the internet to look up phone numbers 
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Four times as many people who click on an ICSS link think they’re 
clicking on a link to the end organisation’s website (56%) rather than a 
chargeable directory service (14%) 

30% 
ICSS Visit: Claim to have clicked on a 
link to one of these websites or ones 

like them 

Yes 
30% 

No 
49% 

Unsure 
21% 

56% 

18% 

14% 

9% 

3% 

End organisation's 
website 

A service where tel. no. 
was free 

A service where I'd have 
to pay for number 

Wasn't sure 

Can't remember 

Which page did you think you were 
being directed to on last occasion 

clicked on one of these links? 

Base = All adults (n=6,146) 
Online omnibus survey with a nationally representative sample of GB adults aged 18+ 
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The ‘light bulb moment’ may not come until they actually call the number, 
but even then not everyone fully understands 

There are a number of issues with the transparency of the calls themselves 

Number only providers do not inform the customer that it is a directories service they are 
calling.  The numbers are typically given too quickly to take down/recall 

The call connection services do not always give you a choice as to whether you want to 
be connected through.  E.g. British Gas (Contact Phone Number) says they are going to 
automatically put you through but ‘if you want to call back later’ press a key 

All connection services are transparent about the call cost but they do not explain that 
the alternative would cost less.  DVLA (Phonenumber UK) does point out that if you are 
put in a queue you should call back on the number given 

Even on the call, not everyone is clear what they are calling/being connected to.  Some 
think that it might be the end organisation with expensive customer services or that it is 
a service that allows you to jump the call queue/or call at a cheaper rate (like ‘say no to 
0870’) 

Qualitative feedback based on 12 paired (24 people) in-depth interviews with a selection of people who use the internet to look up phone numbers 
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c4% have used an ICSS service in the last 12 months and, of those, over 
three-quarters thought they were calling the end organisation directly 

% claim to have phoned the number promoted 
on websites like these in the last year 

6% 

7% 

3% 

12% 

3% 

70% 

Used in last 3 months 

Used in last 4-12 months 

Used over a year ago 

Have clicked to site but 
never called 

Clicked on link - Can't 
remember what did 

Never clicked on link 

12% 

 In reality, actual ICSS usage is lower than 12% 
 When asked to describe experience, it’s evident that 

many are confusing with direct end organisation 
experience or 118 service 

…and on the last occasion: 

Thought they were calling the end 
organisation directly (c1.2m GB 

adults) 
78% 

17% Thought they were calling one of these  
[call directory] services 

5% Weren’t sure 

Actual ICSS usage over the last 12 
months closer to 4% (*c1.6m GB adults) 

* There are approximately 40m adults in GB who use the Internet (c82% of all 
GB adults (48.5m) use the Internet.  c4% use ICSS = 1.6m GB adults 

Base = All adults (n=6,146), used ICSS service in last year (n=201) 
Online omnibus survey with a nationally representative sample of GB adults aged 18+ 
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The profile of ICSS users is similar to the profile of the adult population as 
a whole but are more likely to use 118 directory services 

ICSS users (4%) 

 ICSS users are slightly more likely to be: 
 Women (55% vs. 51% Gen. Pop) 
 From social grades AB (34% vs. 27% Gen. 

Pop) 
 No differences by age 

 ICSS users are more likely to: 
 Use 118 services (20% vs. 8% Gen. Pop) 
 Use Internet searches to get phone numbers 

(92% vs. 82% Gen. Pop) 
 Be aware shaded areas are paid for ads (38% 

vs. 31% Gen. Pop) 

Suggests that ICSS users search for telephone 
numbers more regularly than non-ICSS users 

PROFILE BEHAVIOUR 

Base = All  adults used ICSS service in last year (n=201) 
Online omnibus survey with a nationally representative sample of GB adults aged 18+ 
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A third feel ICSS services save time and are useful, although only 1 in 10 
think they offer good value for money 

24% These services will save me time  32% 

General 
Public 

* ICSS  
users 

50% Not clear what these services are offering 72% 

11% These services offer good value for money 11% 

27% These services are useful 34% 

Agreement with statements about ICSS services: 

Base = All adults (n=6,146), * used ICSS service in last year (n=201) 
Online omnibus survey with a nationally representative sample of GB adults aged 18+ 
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ICSS users feel more negatively about ICSS services than Internet users 
as a whole 

16% 

30% 

5% 

16% 

17% 

21% 

16% 

21% 

35% 

29% 

26% 

32% 

23% 

9% 

36% 

20% 

5% 

2% 

14% 

4% 

These services are useful 

These services offer good 
value for money 

Not clear what these 
services are offering 

These services will save 
me time 

Strongly disagree Disagree Neither/nor Agree Strongly agree 

Disagree % 

37% 

21% 

51% 

32% 

General 
Public 

* ICSS 
users 

47% 

12% 

64% 

39% 

Agree % 

24% 

50% 

11% 

27% 

General 
Public 

* ICSS 
users 

32% 

72% 

11% 

34% 

Base = All adults (n=6,146), * used ICSS service in last year (n=201) 
Online omnibus survey with a nationally representative sample of GB adults aged 18+ 
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Much confusion over use of ICSS services but large organisation and 
government department searches tend to be the driver of perceived ICSS 
use 

• Many of those using ICSS services 
were typically searching for a utility 
provider or a government department 
or service 

• Typical searches were for 
organisations like EDF, BT, DVLA, 
HMRC (or “Inland Revenue”), Sky, 
British Gas or “Passport Office” 

• Or services like CSA, Car Tax, Tax 
Helpline 

• But it can also include more obscure 
searches like the local library 

 

 

Base = All adults (n=6,146) 
Online omnibus survey with a nationally representative sample of GB adults aged 18+ 
Qualitative feedback based on 14 in-depth interviews with people who have used an ICSS service in the last three months 
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Among those who unwittingly use a Type I service there is evidence of 
consumer harm 

• The costs vary significantly from £1 to £30 and this has a bearing on 
the level of annoyance 

• “It is not something I am likely to do all the time and anyway I will be 
more careful next time.” 

• “It was just a few pounds extra on the bill, I was a bit annoyed when 
I realised but it (the feeling) did not hang around.” 

• “I got a charge of  over £6 for a quick call.  I was shocked and 
disgusted.  Since then i have been very careful.   I thought it was 
totally unfair.” 

• They can also feel a little silly and/or that it was their fault 
• “I was in a rush, I would probably have spotted it otherwise” 
• “My wife is always telling me I should be more careful about what I 

do on the Internet.” 
• However, almost everyone is left feeling that these services should be 

more transparent 
• Also clear evidence of the potential for organisational harm with many 

thinking they called the end organisation directly  

Qualitative feedback based on 14 in-depth interviews with people who have used an ICSS service in the last three months 
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There are those who are left feeling considerably more angry about the 
whole experience 

• Some felt angry about being “deliberately misled” 
(especially high cost calls) 

• In many cases people who had used the service 
had needed to make a call quickly and had 
therefore been a bit more “off their guard” 

• Many were not aware they had been charged 
until they had seen their phone bill and then 
initially blamed the end organisation or, in one 
case, blamed 118 (because they thought 118 
was only directory service available and so it 
must have been them) 

• People generally don’t complain for three key 
reasons: 
1. They don’t know who to complain to 
2. They think it will be too much hassle 
3. They feel a “bit stupid” for having called the 

number 
 

 
Qualitative feedback based on 14 in-depth interviews with people who have used an ICSS service in the last three months 
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Case Study – Call to LG Customer Service 
25 years old / female 

Kerry is 25 years old with one young child living in Norfolk.  Partner is working full-time 
 Uses internet daily for Facebook, online shopping, printing out pictures for colouring for 

her young son.  Also used from time to time for telephone number searches 
 Used to use 118 services but now too expensive and so now uses internet searches and, 

if possible, company paperwork (bills) to locate telephone numbers 

Kerry was very angry about the whole experience.  She feels the site should make it much clearer that it is not 
the end organisation but a directory service.  The use of the LG logo was felt to be deliberately misleading 

 LG washing machine stopped working and she tried to find the number from her LG 
paperwork without success 

 Typed ‘LG customer service phone number’ into Google and clicked on what looked like 
an official link 

 This took her to a site with an LG logo and an 09 number.  She felt it looked official and 
thought she was calling LG directly 
– The operator offered to put her through and quoted the price.  At this stage, she still thought she was 

calling LG (she wasn’t told it was a directory service) but the operator offered her an 016 number 
instead 

– She thought she had called an expensive LG line and it was only when she looked back at the site 
she realised it was a directory service 

– The call took no more than 2 minutes and cost £4.50 
 She didn’t complain because she didn’t know who to complain to and thought it would be a 

lot of effort 

Qualitative feedback based on 14 in-depth interviews with people who have used an ICSS service in the last three months 
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Case Study – Call to British Gas 
40 years old / male 

Victor is 40 years old living alone near Halifax.  He is currently unemployed 
 Uses the internet daily for job searches and emailing his CV but has only recently bought 

a PC and is not very computer literate 
 Never uses directory enquiry services – uses Yellow Pages, internet searches and, if 

possible, company paperwork (bills) to locate telephone numbers 

Victor was fairly angry and quite confused about the whole experience.  He felt the site should have made it 
much clearer that it was not British Gas but a directory service and that the person putting the call through 

should have made it clear that they work for a call directory service 

 Had to call British Gas because when he tried to charge his gas meter key online the 
transaction failed 

 Typed what he thought was the correct URL to get to the relevant British Gas page but this 
failed and so he used Google instead 

 This took him to a site he thought was the British Gas website and offered him a telephone 
number.  He called the number thinking he was calling British Gas 
– The operator offered to put him through and quoted the price which he accepted but only looking back 

did he realise this was a call directory service (not a British Gas call centre) 
– The call took no more than 2 minutes and cost c£3.00 
– When he saw the bill he realised it wasn't British Gas but then thought it must have been a 118 

service (as he didn’t think there were any other call connection services) 
 He didn’t complain because, although he was angry, it wasn’t a huge amount of money 

and it would take time 

Qualitative feedback based on 14 in-depth interviews with people who have used an ICSS service in the last three months 
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Case Study – Call to Comet 
70 year old / female 

Sue is 70 years old living alone as a widow.  She is a retired magistrate. 
 She feels quite confident on the internet, using it to look up information as and when 

required 
 Only uses 118 directory services if she draws a blank online.  May use ‘Yell.com’ or do a 

search on the company name or type of service required. 

Sue was annoyed about the experience and now she is retired she feels she can not afford to make too many 
mistakes like this.  When discovering it is a directories style service the irritation continues – “If I had wanted 

to call directories I would have done so, I did not know these services even existed which is why I thought 
Comet was behind it.” 

 Had to call Comet as had a query about an electrical product purchased from them 
 Typed in Comet and thought that she went through to the Comet website 
 When calling the number she thought it was some sort of connection service to different 

branches or offices with Comet 
 When she got the bill she was surprised and worked out this is what it was  
 She was annoyed and surprised that Comet was using a third party to make money out of 

their calls 
     “I thought it was rather a fiddle.” 
 Still under the belief that it was Comet that had been at fault 
 Did not consider complaining  but is more careful now about calling numbers with an 09 

prefix or a prefix she does not know 

Qualitative feedback based on 14 in-depth interviews with people who have used an ICSS service in the last three months 
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Case Study – Call to British Gas Customer Service 
23 year old male 

Jamie is 23 years' old – he’s a graduate and is currently looking for work 
 Uses internet daily for many activities including Facebook, work related issues, hobby 

(photography), shopping, etc. 
 Tends to use Google as primary means for getting telephone numbers and is generally 

happy to do some ‘research’ online to track down the number he wants 

Jamie was reasonably satisfied with the whole experience – he didn’t believe that he’d lost a lot of money, and 
didn’t think that he’d been misled. 

 Jamie was sharing a house with friends – when some people left he had problems sorting 
out the account/bill with British Gas. The problem gradually escalated – and Jamie got 
more and more stressed by the situation 

 Eventually – when he was very stressed – he decided he wanted to phone BG customer 
service and ‘just get it sorted’.  

 He used a Google search on his Smartphone – and then just phoned the first number he 
saw (at the top of the list) 

 After dialling he was put through, having been told the cost was ‘about a £1 a minute’ 
 He was OK with the experience; ‘it was only a couple of quid, and wasn’t really misleading’ 
 If he hadn’t been so stressed he would have looked further – but at the time he made the 

call, his overriding need was to make the call as fast as he could. So in this sense, it 
provided him with a service ‘it’s there for a purpose’ 

Qualitative feedback based on 14 in-depth interviews with people who have used an ICSS service in the last three months 



32 

Case Study – Call to O2 Customer Service 
51 year old male (and 15 year old daughter) 

James is 51 years' old – he’s married with three children (only 1 living at home: 15 year old 
daughter to second wife), currently unemployed and awaiting a knee operation 
 Uses internet daily for many activities including  email, news and looking up telephone 

numbers 
 Tends to use Google as primary means for getting telephone numbers  although used to 

use 118 when he was working 

James was reasonably satisfied with the whole experience (because O2 fixed the problem) but will be much 
more wary next time 

 James’ daughter had recently taken out a new PAYG mobile phone with O2 and had to call 
O2 customer service  about an issue with the phone (just before Christmas) 

 James looked up the O2 customer service number on his PC. He picked the first result 
from the search results (and is now sure it wasn’t the O2 website even though O2 was 
prominent) 

 He read the (09) number out to his daughter who called from her mobile. She was on the 
phone for about 10 minutes until her query was dealt with by O2.  She can’t remember 
being told it was a paid for call or being connected 

 When she tried to make another call later that day she realised that she’d already used up 
her £20 credit.  They called O2 (on a different number) to see what had happened 

 O2 told them that they had used an external premium rate number, the call had cost £20 
but that they would refund them the £20 

 He was relieved and grateful to O2 

Qualitative feedback based on 14 in-depth interviews with people who have used an ICSS service in the last three months 
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* Type 2 Services seem to offer considerably greater potential for 
consumer harm 

• The costs of mistakenly using one are considerably 
higher 

• Not always clear what they are getting and who is 
providing the service 

• Seem to use tactics to ‘deliberately’ keep people 
on the phone  

• The information provided is either too generic to be 
helpful (e.g. UK Tax Office) or misleading (eBay) 

• The eBay service is asking for quite a bit of 
personal information – left with a degree of anxiety 
over how that will be used 

 

 

 

No consumer benefit seen &  
assumed to exist purely to make money  

* Type 2 feedback was based on qualitative interviews only 
Qualitative feedback based on 12 paired (24 people) in-depth interviews with a selection of people who use the internet to look up phone numbers 
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Summary  
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More could be done to improve the transparency of  
Type I services & reduce the consumer harm from *Type 2 

A number of factors combine to create confusion around 
ICSS services 

Lack of understanding of 
their purpose and not 

necessarily looking out 
for them lays the 
foundation for the 

confusion 

Unclear search 
results/listings which are 

often top of the page – starts 
the pre-conception that this 

is the organisation’s own site 

Not enough on the site itself to 
divert them from their pre-
conception that this is the 

company 

“At the moment these services seem to be deliberately misleading, if it was more obvious what they 
were then I can choose whether to use them or not” 

* Type 2 feedback was based on qualitative interviews only 
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Many experience the same unintended ICSS “journey” 

1. Need to find 
telephone number 

Some may use bills, 
telephone directories or 
call directory services 

2. Type organisation 
name into search engine 

With the intention of 
finding direct number 

3. Click on search result 

Most think they will arrive 
at the end organisation’s 

website 

4. View webpage 
quickly 

Some recognise not end 
organisation’s website and go 
back but many don’t realise 

(esp. if rushed/stressed) 

5. Call Number 
 

Most think they are calling end 
organisation directly but most 

realise using ICSS during call and 
either continue call or hang up 

6. See phone bill 
 

Some still don’t realise until 
they see their bill that they 
used ICSS (and some still 
blame end organisation) 

82% use the internet to find 
telephone numbers 

30% claim to have visited 
ICSS webpage. Of those only 
14% thought it was a paid for 
service (56% thought it was 

the end company’s webpage) 

c4% have called an ICSS 
service in the last year. Of 
those 78% initially thought 
they were calling the end 

organisation directly  Base = All adults (n=6,146) 
Online omnibus survey with a nationally representative sample of GB adults aged 18+ 
Qualitative feedback based on 12 paired (24 people) in-depth interviews with a selection of people who use the internet to look up phone numbers 
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The research supports a number of the hypotheses outlined 
in the consultation document 

The use of Search Engine Marketing (SEM) to give the PRS greater prominence to an 
actual website and/or helpline – proposed conditions here include a specific 
requirement to state in displayed SEM results “this is a premium rate service”.  

The use of web pages, and in some cases other promotions such as classified ads, to 
mislead consumers into believing that a PRS is in fact the number they are looking for, 
or that it is providing information which is not publicly available elsewhere.  

The lack of an alert before a PRS directly connects consumers to a helpline that 
informs the consumer they are using a PRS.  

A lack of prominent pricing information on web pages or in other promotions.  

Potential for consumers to be held in a queue when connected via a PRS, thus 
increasing the total cost of the call.  

Potential for consumers to be delayed where an operator requests details which are 
irrelevant to the information or advice being provided.  

Potential for consumers to be asked to provide personal and/or confidential data.  

Confusion starts 
on the search 
page 

Web pages could 
be clearer 

Did occur on 
occasion 

Pricing is in small 
font 

Found evidence in 
*Type 2 services 

Found evidence in 
*Type 2 services 

* Type 2 feedback was based on qualitative interviews only 



38 

Consumer suggestions for improving the transparency of 
Type I services 

Make it clear in the URL that 
this is a premium rate service 

Make it clear in the URL that 
this is a directories service 
(rather than appearing to be 
the company/service) 

 Ensure the genuine website 
always takes priority in the 
main (non paid for) listings 
 

Search Page 

Qualitative feedback based on 12 paired (24 people) in-depth interviews with a selection of people who use the internet to look up phone numbers 
Qualitative feedback based on 14 in-depth interviews with people who have used an ICSS service in the last three months 
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Consumer suggestions for improving the transparency of 
Type I services 

 Clearly brand the site  with the 
services name and as a 
directories service 

 Ensure key information is in 
sufficiently large and written in 
clear English – ‘this is a premium 
rate number’, ‘this is not the 
official website’, ‘the cost of the 
call is x’, ‘you will need pencil 
and paper to write down the no.’ 

 Ensure it is clear that if you 
would like the number for free it 
can be found on the 
companies official website 

Web Page 

Qualitative feedback based on 12 paired (24 people) in-depth interviews with a selection of people who use the internet to look up phone numbers 
Qualitative feedback based on 14 in-depth interviews with people who have used an ICSS service in the last three months 
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Consumer suggestions for improving the transparency of 
Type I services 

 Ensure there is time to write 
down the number 

Make it clear what they are 
calling (i.e. not the company 
direct) but a directories 
service (call connection not 
understood as a term) 

 If it offers connection give the 
consumer a clear choice – 
would you like the phone 
number or to be connected to 
at the cost of X per minute 
(as per 118) 

On Call 

Qualitative feedback based on 12 paired (24 people) in-depth interviews with a selection of people who use the internet to look up phone numbers 
Qualitative feedback based on 14 in-depth interviews with people who have used an ICSS service in the last three months 
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Appendix: 
1. Discussion Guide for 12 paired (24 people) in-depth interviews 
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Appendix: 
2. Main Questionnaire for online omnibus survey 
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Appendix: 
3. Discussion Guide for 14 in-depth interviews with people who have used an ICSS 
service in the last three months 
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