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Dear Bee 

Our response to the PhonepayPlus consultation:  
Review of Information, Connection and/or Signposting Services 

About us 

Consumer Focus is the independent statutory organisation campaigning for a fair deal for 

consumers. We are the voice of the consumer and work to secure a fair deal on their behalf. In 

campaigning on behalf of consumers we aim to influence change and shape policy to better 

reflect their needs. We do this in an informed way owing to the evidence we gather through 

research and our unique knowledge of consumer issues. We have a duty to be the voice of 

vulnerable consumers, particularly those on low incomes, people with disabilities, people living in 

rural areas and older people. In addition, we also seek to identify where other consumers may be 

disproportionately disadvantaged by a particular consumer issue or policy.  

Overview  

Consumer Focus welcomes the consultation on the Review of Information, Connection and/or 

Signposting Services. Our response draws on the experiences of the investigations team within 

Consumer Focus. While the complaints made to the team do not relate specifically to Information, 

Connection and/or Signposting Services (ICSS) as defined in the consultation, the complaints are 

relevant in that they show the potential consumer detriment that can be caused by websites which 

are designed to mislead consumers into paying for services unnecessarily.  

Our response 

In 2011/2012 Consumer Focus received a number of complaints from individual consumers about 

websites which misled consumers into paying for Government services which would otherwise be 

free or available at a fixed cost.  

 

 



Primarily, the complaints related to websites which charged consumers a fee (varying from £9.95 

to £19.99) to apply for or renew their European Health Insurance Card (ECHIC). This card is 

available free of charge and is administered by the NHS Business Authority. The EHIC can be 

ordered over the phone, in writing or online.  

When consumers use search engines such as Google and Bing to find out how to apply for the 

EHIC, the first results which appear are the paid for adverts displayed by companies which 

charge a fee to apply for the card. The official NHS website appears directly below the paid for 

search results. 

When we spoke with someone from the official EHIC helpline, the operator estimated that 

between 15 and 20 per cent of his daily calls were from consumers who had used the fee paying 

EHIC renewal sites in error. Given the number of renewals which were due by June 2011 (6.2 

million), the potential for huge consumer detriment was very high.  

The fee charging websites looked official and used words in the advert and web address which 

implied or even stated a connection with the NHS. The websites did not make it clear that 

consumers were paying a fee for something which should have been free. The websites also 

referred to offering things such as an express service when in fact there was no scope to fast-

track an application for an EHIC. 

Some of the comments on the official NHS website from consumers who had paid to renew their 

EHIC show how easy it is for people to be confused when search results are returned. 

Consumers were saying that they chose the search result which appeared at the top of the list; 

and this happened to be the fee charging site. 

The ICSS are promoted in almost identical ways to the fee charging websites offering to apply for 

or renew EHICs. Consumer Focus therefore agrees that the potential for ICSS to mislead and 

confuse consumers is very high. We agree with question six of the consultation that ICSS carries 

a level of risk which meets the threshold for a prior permissions regime.  

Inclusion of specific wording in SEM results as displayed to the consumer on-screen  

We agree that it would be helpful for consumers to see a specific message displayed on-screen in 

the search engine results which states that ‘This is a premium rate telephone service’. When 

consumers search using the term ‘EHIC’ in Google, the results displayed do not state that paid for 

advertised websites are charging for a service which is otherwise free. It is not until you enter one 

of the fee paying sites that you are shown (in our view rather confusing) messages about the fact 

that cover afforded by the EHIC is provided free by the NHS. We would support any attempt to 

bring the fact that consumers are going to be charged a premium rate for a service earlier on in 

the search process. 

Please do not hesitate to get in touch if you require further information. 

 

Yours sincerely  

 

Gemma Bowen 

Head of Consumer Focus Investigations 


