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1. Executive summary 
 
This overview of the consumer experience of PRS draws on a variety of research 
commissioned or carried out in-house by PhonepayPlus about consumers and premium rate 
telephony services over the last three years.  
 
The overview provides information about who PRS consumers are, how these consumers 
find and engage with services, and what they think about the services that they do or do not 
use.  
 
The top ten findings of our consumer research outlined in this overview are highlighted 
below. 
 
1.1  Consumers need clarity in promotions and clear terms and conditions 
Consumers who experienced a „low-level‟ of harm blamed lack of clarity and pricing in 
promotional material, particularly around the use of small fonts and embedding of pricing 
information in long sections of text. 2010 research into MT-billed SMS services (reverse-
billed SMS messages that incur a charge on receipt) reinforced findings from earlier 
research, suggesting that clarity of promotional material and Terms and Conditions (Ts & 
Cs) remains an ongoing problem for PRS consumers (see p.17).  
 
1.2  Consumers find it hard to pinpoint 087 and mobile costs 
Although the majority of consumers understand that calling numbers prefixed 09 will 
generally be more expensive, consumers do not like to call 09 numbers from mobiles 
because they are unsure what the cost will be. PhonepayPlus consumer research on the 
087 number ranges also shows that only 15% of consumers knew the cost of a call from an 
0871 landline (see p.15).  
 
1.3  Mobile phone reverse charge services top consumer complaints 
PhonepayPlus complaint figures suggest that most PRS complaints are about services 
billed to a mobile phone and of these, reverse charge SMS services on mobiles dominate. 
While users of MT-billed services had little concern about one-off charges, they did not feel 
that way about cumulative charges (i.e. subscriptions or repeated MT-billed messages in 
text chat). When asked, 92% of text chat users said they wanted to be reminded of their 
spending on such services, with the majority (80%) preferring reminders of the amount 
spent for every ten pounds spent, and 49% wanting that spend reminder to be set at £10 
spend (see pp.23-24). 
 
1.4  Any consumer can be vulnerable depending on their situation  
Although categories of individual vulnerability (children or low income groups for example) 
remain important in thinking about the promotion and use of PRS, certain situations can give 
rise to vulnerability that cuts across demographics. „Transactional‟ vulnerability can occur 
because of the nature of the transaction, for example, when the offering is straightforwardly 
dishonest or a scam. „Situational‟ vulnerability can also arise when changes to 
circumstances result in one-off stressful situations for example bereavement or job losses. 
This sort of vulnerability may be of particular concern at times of widespread social change, 
for example during a recession (see pp. 21-22). 
 
1.5  Lack of interest is the main reason for not using PRS 
Seventy-one percent of non-users say the reason they don‟t use PRS is lack of interest in 
services. Having said that, consumers still struggle with their comprehension of the 
promotion of PRS, with 46% of consumers finding advertising about a given PRS 
misleading, poorly described or lacking in contact details (see pp. 13-14  and pp.17-18). 
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1.6  Consumers promote PRS by word-of-mouth 
In a survey of just over 3,500 consumers, the two most common ways of finding a service 
was though internet advertisements (34%), closely followed by word-of-mouth (31%). 
Children in particular respond to peer recommendation, with 48% discovering a service 
through friends or family. These „playground propagators‟ represent challenges and 
opportunities for both industry and the regulator. The convergence of online and peer 
promotion is also an area of interest, particularly in light of the growth of social media and 
social networking sites (see section pp. 7-10). 
 
1.7  High earners most likely to vote on the X-Factor  and other reality TV shows– 
PRS use related to socio-economic group (SEG), age and gender 
PhonepayPlus research shows that socio-economic group, age and gender all play a role in 
determining who uses PRS. Age is an important indicator of PRS use. The peak age group 
willing to pay using text messages is the 18-34 group. Disposable income is, as would be 
expected, a significant factor. For example, PRS interaction with participation TV (e.g. voting 
on the X-Factor) falls off the further down the ABCDE Socio-economic groups (SEG) ladder 
you go. With the exception of voting on reality TV, men are more likely to use PRS (see 
pp.8-13).  
 
1.8  Londoners are most likely to use premium SMS services, Highlanders  and SW-
England are least likely 
PRS use is also regionally determined, with a peak of consumers willing to pay by text in 
London at 39%, with a low of 25% in Northern Scotland and South-West England (see 
pp.12-13).    
 
 
1.9  Consumers see network providers as the ‘safety net’ when using PRS and this 
helps to drive use of services 

Consumer confidence in using PRS is considerably consolidated by the assumption that 
their network provider will be a safety net should they encounter problems, particularly in 
relation to refunds. Irrespective of whether or not their assumptions are true, it is a powerful 
driver of consumer confidence in using PRS, with 76% of consumers believing that it is their 
Network provider‟s responsibility to solve their problem (see pp.19 and 23). 
 
 
1.10 Consumers take comfort that services are regulated 
 
Consumers take comfort in the knowledge that there is a regulator who can help and act on 
their behalf when things go wrong, helping to achieve closure and resolution on the matter, 
although consumer awareness of regulation in this sector is low (see  pp.24). 
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The report is based on the following pieces of research commissioned by PhonepayPlus: 
 

 Consumer Vulnerability and Premium Rate Services (2010) Stephen Locke 
(previously unpublished) 
 

 Consumers‟ understanding of MT-billed services (previously unpublished) 
 

 Code 12: The view from consumers (2010) Thinktank 
http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/PhonepayPlus-Code12-
TheViewFromConsumer-research.pdf  

 

 UK Market Compliance Report (2010) WMC Global (unpublished). 
 

 Current & future market for Premium Rate Services (2010), Thinktank. 
http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/Current-and-future-market-FINAL-
Thinktank.pdf  

 

 0871-based phone services (2009) Analysys Mason 
http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/PhonepayPlusAM087%20based%20phone
%20services.pdf  

 

 Customer journey stage 1: Mapping the journey and re-engagement (2009) Recom 
(previously unpublished) 
 

 Customer journey stage 2: What happened to customers who complained about a 
PRS? (2009) Recom (previously unpublished) 

 

 Premium rate services consumer research (2008) Recom (previously unpublished) 
 

 UK Phone-paid services market: current conditions and future trends (2008) 
Analysys Mason.  http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/ResearchDec08AM.pdf  

 

 Phone-paid services: Today and tomorrow (2007) Fathom 
http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/Research07Fathom.pdf    

 
 Omnibus survey questions about consumer engagement with mobile PRS (2007) 

TNS/ Milwood Hargrave Ltd (selected findings published in: 
http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/Mobile_White_Paper.pdf)  

http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/PhonepayPlus-Code12-TheViewFromConsumer-research.pdf
http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/PhonepayPlus-Code12-TheViewFromConsumer-research.pdf
http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/Current-and-future-market-FINAL-Thinktank.pdf
http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/Current-and-future-market-FINAL-Thinktank.pdf
http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/PhonepayPlusAM087%20based%20phone%20services.pdf
http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/PhonepayPlusAM087%20based%20phone%20services.pdf
http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/ResearchDec08AM.pdf
http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/Research07Fathom.pdf
http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/Mobile_White_Paper.pdf
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2. Introduction  
 
The purpose of this overview is to draw together the consumer focused aspects of research 
that PhonepayPlus has undertaken over the last three years. The report mainly draws on 
research from ten pieces of work commissioned by PhonepayPlus. Each of these pieces has 
sought to understand consumer behaviour in relation to a specific issue or set of issues, and 
the methodologies employed in each piece of research are a reflection of this. Much of the 
research is drawn from published pieces, such as our annual reports on market trends and 
research into the market for 0871-based services. The report also utilises research that has 
not been previously published, namely because it contains commercially sensitive 
information. Where possible we have sought to anonymise sensitive references in research 
to allow us to publish. Some additional figures reported here are drawn from in-house 
analysis of the data tables supplied to us alongside a commissioned final report, giving 
additional insight that does not appear in the original (and published) document. 
 
The research has attempted to obtain testimonies from consumers-at-large, as well as 
consumers who have used premium rate services (PRS). The methodologies for consumer 
engagement used in the various pieces of research include: 
 

 Listening into calls to the PhonepayPlus Contact Centre; 

 Inspection of published case reports following formal adjudications; 

 Face-to-face and telephone interviews (structured, semi-structured)  

 Online and telephone questionnaires; and 

 Group sessions with consumers (in-home, at purpose-built venues, in public 
settings). 

 
Although there are advantages and disadvantages of the various approaches, it is hoped 
that the breadth of approaches have delivered us a rounded understanding of consumer 
behaviour and attitudes in relation to the PRS market. 
 
This insight into the consumer experience of PRS informs our approach to policy 
making,Consumer support and enforcement work. We hope this compendium of consumer 
research will prove useful to stakeholders and we intend to continue to publish all of our 
consumer-focused research as we continue to build our understanding of consumers 
expectations of PRS regulation.  
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3. Understanding consumer engagement with services 
 
Why this is useful: 

 
Much of what we hear from consumers at PhonepayPlus is skewed to the negative. By 
and large, we only hear from consumers who have not understood something about a 
service or a charge to their bill, or who want to register a complaint in relation to that. By 
undertaking research to look at consumer engagement in more depth, we can obtain an 
objective view of consumer engagement and ensure that our regulatory activities are 
proportionate. 

 
What we have looked at: 
 

 Patterns of engagement with services in general, with in-depth focus on the services 
that generate most complaints; 

 Obtaining a better understanding of the language that consumers use to describe the 
various services and billing platforms; and 

 Understanding the level of appreciation that consumers have for the different 
numbering systems and charges associated with them. 

 
3.1 How consumers use PRS 
 
3.1.1 Service discovery, consumer interest in services 
 
A plethora of services use premium rate as a billing mechanic, and these are promoted in a 
number of ways. When just over 3,500 consumers1 were recently asked how they found out 
about the services they had used, not surprisingly the internet dominated, with just over a 
third of users having found a service this way (see figure 3.1, below). This was closely 
followed by TV and radio advertising of services, which had been a route to market for 28% 
of consumers. Three other routes to market were prevalent, although the findings threw up a 
few surprises, with word-of-mouth being a source for many (31%), promotion via SMS (24%) 
and just 17% having found a service that they had used via print media. 
 
 

                                                 
1
 3586 from a total of 5001 asked in an online survey said that they had used a premium rate service 

in the previous six months. From: http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/Current-and-future-market-
FINAL-Thinktank.pdf  
 

http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/Current-and-future-market-FINAL-Thinktank.pdf
http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/Current-and-future-market-FINAL-Thinktank.pdf
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Figure 3.1 Service discovery: How consumers found out about the services that they have used (NB: 
survey respondents could select more than one means of service discovery). Source: Current & future 

market for Premium Rate Services (2010), Thinktank. http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/Current-and-future-market-
FINAL-Thinktank.pdf  

 
Further analysis has brought to light a couple of notable factors contributing to the above 
trend; service discovery through word of mouth is far more prevalent with children (48% of 
children have found a service this way, compared with 26% of adults), and service discovery 
via the internet is more common with males (40% of males have discovered a service this 
way, compared to 28% of females). 
 
2.1.2 Demographic trends in service use 
 
The likes of age, gender and socio-economic group (SEG) are important determinants of 
patterns in service use and understanding of services, some of which have been mentioned 
above in relation to service discovery. In the 2010 market report undertaken for us by 
Thinktank, a sample of 5,000 consumers (of which 1,000 were in the 11-17 age-group) was 
asked a number of questions about their engagement with services. This survey data has 
given us a good indication of how demographic factors play a role in service use. For the 
more ubiquitous services, we have, due to the large sample sizes, been able to discern more 
about trends in relation to those types of service.  
 
Age of user 
 
As a rule-of-thumb, age plays an important part in the specific needs or interests of a 
consumer when it comes to purchasing or accessing any products and services. PRS are no 
exception to this, and on top of the interest or needs of any given age-group, there is an 
important role played by consumers‟ confidence to engage with the technologies that PRS 
use. To some extent this depends on whether a service is accessed using a technology that 
they have grown up with, versus technology that they have recently adopted. Several 
illustrations of the relationship between service engagement and age of user are given below 
(see figure 3.2). 
 

http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/Current-and-future-market-FINAL-Thinktank.pdf
http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/Current-and-future-market-FINAL-Thinktank.pdf
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The most ubiquitous and largest sector of the PRS market, directory enquiries 
services, are most used by the economically active portion of the population. The 
age-groups whose use of directory enquiries services is greatest amongst the 18-
24s and 25-34s (51% and 49% respectively, count as users, see figure 3.2, below). 
The levels of use tail-off with each successive age-group, to just 22% for consumers 
who are 55 or older. This pattern is not surprising given that directory enquiries 
services are primarily called by business users. In contrast, less than a quarter of the 
over 55s and under 18s use directory enquiries services. This pattern of usage in 
different age bands is mirrored with information services generally. 
 
  

 
 
Figure 3.2 Frequency of use of directory enquiries services, split by age of user. Source: Current & future 

market for Premium Rate Services (2010), Thinktank. http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/Current-and-future-market-
FINAL-Thinktank.pdf  

 
Some services that are designed to have broader appeal may not necessarily achieve their 
growth potential, and we have obtained some pointers to indicate the underlying causes. 
Consumers were asked whether they were happy to engage each of the platforms that give 
access to services. Age was the strongest predictor of usage trends and attitudes towards 
services generally, with, for example, 47% of 18-24 year-olds stating that they are happy to 
pay by text, compared with just 15% of the 55+ group (see figure 3.3, below).  
 
 

http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/Current-and-future-market-FINAL-Thinktank.pdf
http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/Current-and-future-market-FINAL-Thinktank.pdf
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. 
 
Figure 3.3 Willingness to use SMS as a payment mechanism, split by age of user. Source: Current & 

future market for Premium Rate Services (2010), Thinktank. http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/Current-and-future-
market-FINAL-Thinktank.pdf  

 
One of the factors underlying this appears to be that older consumers are the group least 
likely to understand how much they would be billed if they used a service (see table 3.1, 
below). This is not the case with 11-15 year-olds though, who in spite of being less likely 
than most of the adult age-groups to know from a service promotion how much they would 
be charged, were not likely to be deterred from using a service, with for example 39% happy 
to pay for a service by SMS. 
 
 

Age 
band Percentage  

11-15 33.0% 

16-17 38.9% 

18-24 53.6% 

25-34 51.1% 

35-44 43.6% 

45-54 37.8% 

55+ 24.4% 
 
Table 3.1. Percentage by age group who felt they knew how much they would be billed from looking 
at the promotion of a service. Source: Current & future market for Premium Rate Services (2010), Thinktank. 

http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/Current-and-future-market-FINAL-Thinktank.pdf  

  
Reasons for non-use differ between children and adults, with a higher percentage of adults 
citing lack of interest as the main reason for not using a given type of service (77% of adults 
compared with 44% of children). Children, perhaps surprisingly, are more cautious, with their 
reasons for not using services including lack of trust in the service provider or payment 
mechanism (21% of children compared to 13% of adults) and concerns about value for 
money (17% of children compared to 8% of adults).  
 

http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/Current-and-future-market-FINAL-Thinktank.pdf
http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/Current-and-future-market-FINAL-Thinktank.pdf
http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/Current-and-future-market-FINAL-Thinktank.pdf
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Socio-economic factors 
 
Previous research, undertaken in 2007, indicated that for mobile PRS, SEG2 was an 
important determinant of a consumer‟s propensity to both encounter an issue with a PRS 
and know their options if something goes wrong. Figure 3.4, below illustrates the increased 
prevalence of issues experienced, moving from SEGs AB to DE. Also notable from this 
research, is that 52% of ABs were aware of rules in place to protect them, compared with 
just 37% of DEs. 
 

 
 
Figure 3.4. Percentage of sample in each socio-economic group who have used a PRS on their 
mobile and have at some point experienced a problem with that service. Source: omnibus survey (2,072 GB, 

adults) undertaken by TNS for ICSTIS, 2007  

 

More recent research continues to give us an indication of how SEG plays a part in service 
engagement.  
 

                                                 
2
 Definition of Occupation/groups (SEGs) is taken from Occupation Groupings: A Job Dictionary, 6ed, 2006, The 

Market Research Society 
 
Non Manual: 
A: Approx 3% of total population. Professional people, very senior managers in business or commerce or top-level civil 
servants. Retired people, previously grade A, and their widows. 
 
B: Approx 20% of total population  Middle management executives in large organisations, with appropriate qualifications. 
Principal Officers in local government and civil service. Top management or owners of small business concerns, educational 
and service establishments. Retired people, previously grade B, and their widows. 
 
C1: Approx 28% of total population. Junior management, owners of small establishments, and all others in non-manual 
positions. Jobs in this group have very varied responsibilities and educational requirements. 
Retired people, previously grade C1, and their widows. 
 
Manual 
C2: Approx 21% of total population. Skilled manual workers and those manual workers with responsibility for other people. 
Retired people, previously grade C2, with pensions from their job. Widows, if receiving pensions from their late husband's job. 
 
D: Approx 18% of the total population. Semi-skilled and un-skilled manual workers, apprentices and trainees to skilled workers. 
Retired people, previously grade D, with pensions from their job. Widows, if receiving a pension from their late husband's job. 
 
E: Approx 10% of total population. Those entirely dependent on the state long-term, through sickness, unemployment, old age 
or other reasons. Those unemployed for a period exceeding six months (otherwise classify on previous occupation). Casual 
workers and those without a regular income. Only households without a Chief Income Earner will be coded in this group. 

 

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%
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Consumers who have used PRS 
and have experienced problems
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In terms of whether consumers are happy to use each of the platforms for payment, there 
was little difference between SEGs, except with premium rate voice services where the 
survey observed a split between ABC1, at 13% willing to do so, compared with just 9% for 
C2DE. 
 
Interaction with participation TV (PTV) services by SMS is a popular pastime, used by 29% 
of those surveyed. Similarly, voting for contestants in PTV shows is popular, with 33% 
having done so. However, SMS interaction is less prevalent the further down the SEG ladder 
you are (see figure 3.5, below), with 32% of SEG A having used such services, compared 
with just 18% of SEG E. The contrast between opposite ends of the SEG spectrum was also 
present with the voting services, with 35% of As having done so, compared with 23% of Es. 
This pattern was found with all of the services that consumers were asked about, with the 
contrast between As and Es being greatest. The factors underlying this are uncertain, but it 
could be hypothesised that disposable income plays an important part in service use.  
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Figure 3.5. Percentage of consumers who have used a participation TV service, split by socio-
economic group. Source: consumer survey undertaken by Lightspeed research for “Current & future market for Premium 

Rate Services” (2010), Thinktank. http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/Current-and-future-market-FINAL-Thinktank.pdf   
 
Region 
 
There were some interesting regional splits in attitudes towards using services and the 
services used. Although service use is of interest in terms of market development, the focus 
of the analysis presented here, has been on picking out the extremes of regional differences 
in the likes of uptake and understanding of services. 
 
Not surprisingly, consumers from London tend to dominate in terms of their adoption of 
digital culture and the range of PRS used. For example ownership of a mobile phone 
capable of internet browsing was 79% in London (compared with a national average of 70% 
and lows of 62% for the south-west, and 63% for northern Scotland). This pattern is mirrored 
with consumers‟ willingness to pay by text, with 30% overall happy to do this, rising to 39% 
with London consumers, but just 25% for consumers from northern Scotland and the south-
west of England. 
 
The south-west of England did not always lag behind other regions in the adoption of 
willingness to use PRS, but the lower levels of uptake and engagement were consistently 
lower for northern Scotland. 
 

http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/Current-and-future-market-FINAL-Thinktank.pdf
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In contrast, willingness to pay for goods on the internet using a debit card was far more 
homogeneous across all regions, with the exception of northern Scotland. 
 
There was one notable instance where a region bucked the trend described above; the 
Borders region was on a par with London in terms of music and video downloads to mobiles 
(both on 31% compared with the national average of 21%). 
 
Gender 
 
Section 3.1.1 above indicated that there are differences between men and women in terms 
of service discovery, but there are a number of additional areas where attitudes and service 
use are different between the sexes.  
 
In general, men are more confident about using PRS, with a significantly higher percentage 
happy to pay for content and services using text messages (M 33%, F 28%), phone (M 11% 
F 9%) and red button (M 28% F 24%). 
 
In terms of actual services used, not all genres of service had a predominantly male or 
female user base, and the most polarised were at most nine percentage points apart. The 
most notable examples are given in table 3.2, below: 
 
 

Type of service Male Female 
News and sport alerts   32%   23% 
Gambling, scratchcards etc   13%   8% 
Games on mobile   23%   19% 
Adult chat   6%   2% 
Adult content   7%   2% 
Voting for reality TV contestants   29%   36% 

 
Table 3.2. Male vs. Female comparisons of the percentage of survey respondents who use certain 
types of PRS. Source: consumer survey undertaken by Lightspeed research forCurrent & future market for Premium Rate 

Services (2010), Thinktank. http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/Current-and-future-market-FINAL-Thinktank.pdf   

 
In addition to the prevalence of use, there are also differences in spending patterns; notably 
that men spend more per capita on gambling services and on music, videos and games for 
mobiles. 
 
2.1.3 Frequency of use – by service 
 
Lack of interest (and implicitly, lack of need) remain the main reasons why people don‟t use 
PRS, and 71% of non-users cite this as their reason for not using PRS. However, 72% of 
consumers do use PRS, although the number of people using any given type of service 
varies widely (see figure 3.6, below), and the frequency with which they engage with 
services is similarly spread (see examples in figure 3.7, below).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/Current-and-future-market-FINAL-Thinktank.pdf
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Figure 3.6: Consumers‟ usage levels, by service. Source: Current & future market for Premium Rate Services 

(2010), Thinktank. http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/Current-and-future-market-FINAL-Thinktank.pdf  

 
 
 

 
 
Figure 3.7: Frequency of use of information lines and text alerts. Source: Current & future market for Premium 

Rate Services (2010), Thinktank. http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/Current-and-future-market-FINAL-Thinktank.pdf  

 
The most popular kinds of service are SMS-based competitions, with 41% of those surveyed 
stating that they had entered a competition using SMS in the previous six months. The most 
niche service genre is adult entertainment, with just 3-4% stating that they had used a 
service in the previous six months3.  
 
The usage figures contrast sharply with the revenues estimated for each of those genres, 
with competitions and quizzes estimated to have been worth £53.8M in 2009, versus the 
PRS element of the adult entertainment industry having generated £131.1M in 20094. The 
evidence from these contrasting sets of figure, and the testimonies of industry stakeholders 
points to a relatively small base of loyal and regular users. Other sectors which fit that 
description include gambling and tipster services, psychic services and chat services. 

                                                 
3
 These figures are presented with the caveat that they are likely to underestimate prevalence due to 

the embarrassment factor of admitting usage. 
4
 Both figures exclude VAT. 

http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/Current-and-future-market-FINAL-Thinktank.pdf
http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/Current-and-future-market-FINAL-Thinktank.pdf
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Although the evidence is compelling, and likely to be a reasonably good indicator of usage 
trends, it should be borne in mind that the usage figures for these types of service may well 
be underreported, and that there may exist a hidden “long-tail” of one-off or occasional 
service users. 
 
 
3.2 What consumers feel and understand about PRS 
 
2.2.1 Consumers’ understanding of platforms, service offerings and numbering 
 
Platforms 
 
Several of the pieces of in-depth consumer work done in the last year have observed that 
consumers do not see the collection of premium rate services as a single „market‟. They 
regard the suite of services that PhonepayPlus regulates as a series of unconnected 
activities that happen to be paid for using a phone. 
 
In addition to this, and perhaps not surprisingly, consumers‟ level of emotional engagement 
with the billing mechanic is low; they do not connect with the idea of a billing „platform‟. It 
would appear also that many consumers do not understand fully, the conjunction of billing 
platform and mode of service operation. Consumer work undertaken for us by Thinktank in 
2009/10 managed to get a much better connection with consumers by focussing on 
descriptions of services rather than references to platforms or the „premium‟ nature of the 
billing. Indeed, evidence from recent group sessions did not observe any references to 
„SMS‟ or „premium SMS‟, rather „paying by text‟, „voting by text‟ or „texting‟ defined their use 
of those services. On the theme of language used to describe the platforms of PRS use, 
„premium rate‟ was something that consumers mostly associate with adult entertainment. 
Some consumers did express more of an understanding when services were described as 
„premium lines‟ or „premium numbers‟; it would seem that the word „rate‟ is the trigger for 
confusion or negative associations.  
 
Numbering 
 
The pricing associated with non-geographic numbering systems does not seem to resonate 
with consumers. The 09 prefix seems to be well understood generally as more expensive5, 
although according to our research consumers don‟t like the idea of calling those numbers 
from their mobile phones because they don‟t know what the cost will be. Many of the 08-
prefixed number ranges are still poorly understood. Our 2009 research by Analysys Mason 
into the 087 ranges that PhonepayPlus now regulates, indicated that only 15% of consumers 
knew the cost of calling an 0871 number from a landline, with 31% stating that they didn‟t 
know the cost, and the remainder overestimating or underestimating the cost.  
 
When asked about the cost of calling 0871 numbers from their mobile, a similar percentage 
stated that they didn‟t know the additional cost to them (38%). Only 22% correctly guessed 
that a mobile-originated call to that prefix would cost up to 50ppm more. 
 
Although knowledge of 0871 tariffs is weak, the majority (93%) of consumers do understand 
the basics of service use, such as their being on hold will still cost them. 

                                                 
5
 Source: http://www.ofcom.org.uk/consult/condocs/numberingreview/research/ 

http://www.ofcom.org.uk/consult/condocs/numberingreview/research/
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Operation of services 
 
Some recent consumer research by Recom has considered consumers‟ understanding of 
premium SMS services, and in particular subscription-based services and text-based virtual 
chat. This research found that 54% or adults, and 53% of children who had used 
subscription services had believed that they were entering into a one-off purchase. We 
understand from other consumer work conducted for us by Thinktank in 2009/10, that fewer 
than half of users had heard of the „STOP‟ command, and the „STOP ALL‟ command was 
barely known and seen as confusing alongside „STOP‟.  
 
Consumers who had heard of the „STOP‟ command, had often heard about it through word-
of-mouth rather than from promotional material. Some consumers stated that they had tried 
to stop messages, although it is not clear whether they meant simply promotional messages, 
or whether they meant chargeable messages. Others who were aware of the option to send 
„STOP‟ were afraid to do so for fear of being charged for engaging with a service again.  
 
The consumers who provided us with information about their engagement with text-based 
virtual services represent a niche group, but their testimonies provided to Recom are an 
important indicator of the interaction between consumers, service providers and the 
regulatory safety-net. These services have in recent months attracted a lot of interest from 
PhonepayPlus, in part because of the prevalence of advertising on the internet, in print and 
on TV, and also because they have been an important driver of complaints to us. One of the 
issues with some virtual text chat services has been where multiple chargeable messages 
are received for a single message sent, especially on initial sign-up. The research revealed 
that 43% of text chat users felt that this was unacceptable practice, and just 11% of users 
felt that this practice was fine, and be expected. 
 
3.2.2 Engagement with service dependent on platform and nature of service 

 
There appear to be two determinants of engagement with premium rate services; firstly, 
interest in using a service and secondly whether or not the consumer is confident about 
paying via the platform that the service is billed on. The ubiquitous directory enquiry services 
are according to recent research for us by Thinktank, regarded as “a trusted friend”. The 
long history of directory enquiries and the familiarity with the use of such services must 
clearly play a part in the positive feelings towards these services. Also instilling confidence in 
consumers, is the drop-charged billing and branding associated with the likes of TV voting 
services, which bucks the trend of low willingness to pay for services by premium voice 
(mentioned in section 3.1.2, above). 
 
The in-depth research undertaken in 2010 by Recom into one of the less commonly used 
PRS, adult text chat, revealed that a very high proportion of users felt informed about how to 
use and stop using services; 73% know and use the „STOP‟ command, and 12% would just 
not interact as a means to terminate service use. Perhaps contradicting the latter finding, 
98% of the same sample stated that they were not aware that they would not be charged 
any more if they ceased to engage with a text chat service. Frequency of use may play a 
part in the relatively high levels of consumer literacy here, with 34% of those asked saying 
that they used text chat services between several times a week and once every 4 months. 
Anecdotally, there was a sense that text chat users seem happy to shop around, switching 
between services, although 43% of users stated that they had only used a text chat service 
once. Of the text chat users who had used shortcodes to engage with the services, 65% said 
that they were fine with using them, and a further 5% stated that they were easy to 
remember.  
 
In contrast, 70% of consumers in general are “not happy” or “don‟t know” if they are happy to 
pay by SMS shortcodes, with this figure being highest for the oldest age-groups of 
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consumers (see figure 3.3, above). This illustrates how the relatively new premium SMS 
platform is off-putting to older consumers, the so-called digital immigrants. 
 
3.2.3 How much do consumers engage with the terms & conditions before using a service? 
 
The extent to which consumers actually engage with the terms & conditions (Ts & Cs)  of a 
service was investigated for us by Recom in 2008, in a piece of work that looked at a 
number of service sectors thought to cause ‟low-level‟ consumer detriment. This work told us 
consumers who had experienced detriment felt  there was a lack of clarity and consistency 
with the layout and wording of pricing information, and that they found issue with use of 
small fonts and the embedding of pricing information in long sections of text. These points 
came across strongly again in the 2010 research into MT-billed6 SMS services undertaken 
for us by Recom. 
 
But the same consumers also felt „seduced‟ by the attractive nature of services, and would 
enter into using a service or purchase quickly, without thinking that there would be a need to 
read the small-print. In research carried out recently by Thinktank with PRS consumers in 
general, it emerged that consumers are less likely to read the Ts & Cs of services if 
promoted by known brands. 
 
The disconnect between information available to consumers and their actual engagement 
with that information is demonstrated clearly when comparing the findings of PhonepayPlus 
research in the area. In one; a piece of market intelligence research undertaken by WMC 
Global (unpublished), it was shown that more than 80% of subscription services7 contain 
clear opt-out information. The other piece of research, which focussed on consumer 
engagement with services, showed that fewer than half had heard of the „STOP‟ command. 
The market report for 2008 by Analysys Mason gives a stark view of the low-level of 
engagement with the information provided about operation of a service, pricing etc., with 
only 5% always reading this information, and just 15% reading it most of the time (see figure 
3.8, below). 
 

 
Figure 3.8. Frequency with which respondents read advertising about phone-paid services (split into 
those who have used PRS in the past 6 months and those who have not). Base: all respondents ( n = 3002). 

Question: With regard to the advertising material that is used to provide further information about premium rate services (e.g. 
description of the service and call charge information) < how often do you read this information?  Source: UK Phone-paid 
services market: current conditions and future trends (2008) Analysys Mason.  
http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/ResearchDec08AM.pdf  

                                                 
6 Mobile Terminated Billing. Also known as reverse-billed SMS messages, which incur a charge upon 
receipt. 
7
 Subscription services cited here were priced at up to £4.50 per week.  
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So there appear to be three issues that reduce the amount of information that consumers 
have before using a service; their low-levels of willingness to read Ts & Cs, the reduced 
likelihood of their reading Ts & Cs if the service is promoted by a known brand, and the often 
off-putting and confusing nature of the Ts & Cs presented to consumers. In addition, many 
consumers regard their Network Provider as a safety net, which is a useful driver of 
engagement, but is likely to reduce further the extent to which consumers feel the need to 
understand how services operate before using them. It is likely that the combination of these 
factors is at the heart of much of the consumer detriment that occurs when using PRS. 
Understanding and acting upon the interplay of these factors will be key to the success 
enjoyed by the industry and our success as a regulator. 
 
3.2.4 Consumer trust: how it is based on experiences and perceptions of detriment and what 
destroys or builds it 
 
The issues of consumer trust and trust drivers have been well researched by numerous 
consumer-focussed organisations in the UK. In recent years PhonepayPlus has also sought 
better to understand consumer trust in relation to PRS, especially in the wake of the 
scandals that hit the industry a few years ago. Consumers have long memories, which is 
evident from the frequency with which they associate personal experiences, or reported 
experiences with certain services or in more extreme cases, PRS as a whole. 
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Trust drivers 
 
In the 2008 market report by Analysys Mason, PhonepayPlus sought to define, based on the 
testimonies of consumers, what drives their trust in PRS. It is perhaps difficult to generalise 
about trust in PRS, given that there are a plethora of platforms and services on offer, but in 
our research a few common threads did emerge. These are listed below: 
 

 Clear and unambiguous information about pricing and Ts & Cs; 

 Clear product information up-front; 

 Branded or endorsed services have an associated legitimacy; and 

 Credible contact details of the merchant. 
 
Lack of understanding of the way that services operate can often impact on the nature of a 
consumer‟s experience, and therefore their subsequent level of trust. We understand from 
consumers who have assisted us with our research, that if they experience a problem with a 
service, they are very unlikely to re-engage with that kind of service, even when they have 
been educated by our customer service staff about how services work and what they can do 
if there is a problem. 
 
All of that said, lack of trust is not necessarily a barrier to use, with only 14% of those who 
don‟t use services citing it as a reason for not doing so. Confidence to use services is often 
shored up by consumers‟ assumptions that in the event of a problem, their communications 
provider would rectify the matter, not least in terms of providing a refund. Irrespective of 
whether or not this should happen, the notion of this safety net is likely to be a powerful 
driver of service use, especially where consumers are uncertain of how a service operates, 
or who is operating the service.  

 
The 2008 PRS market report, stated that most consumers read the advertising about PRS 
(see figure 3.8, above), but only a minority believed it to be accurate and informative. 46% 
percent of consumers in this survey found advertising about a given PRS to be either 
misleading, poorly described or lacking in contact details (see figure 3.9, below). Put into 
context with advertising generally, a recent survey of UK consumers indicated that only 4% 
of them trust advertising and only 9% believe what companies say about themselves8.  
  

                                                 
8
 Source: http://www.kikabink.com/news/consumers-dont-trust-advertising-think-social-media-is-more-

believable/  

http://www.kikabink.com/news/consumers-dont-trust-advertising-think-social-media-is-more-believable/
http://www.kikabink.com/news/consumers-dont-trust-advertising-think-social-media-is-more-believable/
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Figure 3.9. Summary of respondents' views on advertising of phone-paid services. Base: all respondents 

(n = 3002). Question: For each of the following services indicate whether you consider that in general advertising and marketing 
material is appropriate and honest, or inadequate or misleading? Note: in order to produce an overall PRS result, the results for 
the individual listed premium rate services were averaged with an equal weighting given to each. Source: UK Phone-paid 
services market: current conditions and future trends (2008) Analysys Mason.  
http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/ResearchDec08AM.pdf  
 

 

The level of trust in PRS appears to be strongly dependent on the service being offered. 
According to the 2008 Analysys Mason report, the most trusted service promotions were for 
directory enquiries, with 40% of respondents regarding the advertising of these services as 
either fairly or very accurate. Fewer than 20% of consumers said that about all other 
services (see figure 3.10, below). 
 
 

 
 
Figure 3.10. Proportion of respondents that regarded advertising for the listed service as either fairly 
accurate and informative or very accurate and informative. Base: all respondents (n = 3002). Question: 

for each of the following services indicate whether you consider that in general advertising and marketing material is 
appropriate and honest, or inadequate or misleading? Source: UK Phone-paid services market: current conditions and future 
trends (2008) Analysys Mason.  http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/ResearchDec08AM.pdf  
 

 

http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/ResearchDec08AM.pdf
http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/ResearchDec08AM.pdf
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4. Consumer vulnerability 
  
Why this is useful: 
 

 All of our regulatory activities need in some way to account for the role of consumer 
vulnerability; consumer vulnerability is cited in the PhonepayPlus mission statement: 
“In carrying out our mission, we are committed to ...staying aware of, and responsive 
to, the ways in which consumers, or particular sets of consumers, may be vulnerable 
when using premium rate services and striving to ensure that they receive the 
necessary protection”; 

 It is vital that we obtain an understanding of the proportion of consumers that we 
might define as vulnerable, the nature of that vulnerability, and the way in which that 
might lead to consumer harm; 

 Understanding consumer vulnerability should improve the service that we provide to 
consumers who contact us with an issue or complaint, and the way that we handle 
those complaints; 

 This knowledge will make a valuable contribution to improving the guidance we 
provide with the new Code of Practice so that industry can more clearly understand 
what our expectations are in this area; 

 A better insight into the key consumer vulnerability issues will help us to target our 
consumer literacy campaigns towards areas of concern; and  

 Providing guidance to the Code Compliance Panel about consumer vulnerability and 
PRS should also aid understanding of how the rules in this area should be 
interpreted. 

 
What we have looked at: 
 

 The touch-points between different groups of consumers, and the intrinsic nature of 
PRS and their promotion that leads to consumer harm; and 

 Consumer vulnerability as defined by other public bodies. 
 
 
3.1 Identifying vulnerable consumers 

 
Types of vulnerability 
 
In some recent work, undertaken on our behalf by Stephen Locke, to identify a framework for 
understanding consumer vulnerability with regard to the promotion and use of PRS, there 
emerged the following concepts of vulnerability: 
 

 Situations where consumers are aware of their vulnerability and act accordingly. 

 Situations where consumers may be vulnerable but are not aware of it. 
 
Locke‟s analysis of the Thinktank consumer survey data indicated that a low incidence of 
consumers perceive that they are vulnerable; just 14% of non-users opting not to use 
services because of their distrust of the payment mechanism or the companies offering 
services. 
 
Both concepts of vulnerability described above can be categorised further into ‟individual 
vulnerability‟ and „situational/transactional vulnerability‟. The latter is a function of either the 
consumer‟s temporally-bounded circumstances, or the specific nature of the service offering. 
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A taxonomy of consumer vulnerability and PRS users has been established in the report, 
summarised as follows: 
 

 Limited technical/market knowledge (individual and situational/transactional) 

 Limited economic resources (individual); 

 Disorganised/chaotic lifestyle (individual); 

 Limited sources of support (individual); 

 English not first language (individual); 

 Lack of awareness of rights (individual and  situational/transactional); 

 Children (individual); 

 Older people (individual); 

 Susceptibility to flagrantly dishonest scams (individual and situational/transactional); 
and 

 One-off stressful situations e.g. bereavement, job loss, illness 
(situational/transactional). 

 
Each of the categories of vulnerability identified above have been applied to the major 
platforms and groups of services set out in the Thinktank market review (2009) and graded 
according to the perceived risk to consumers. The platform graded as highest risk was 
PSMS, which is compounded by the high market share that PSMS enjoys (39%).  
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5. Consumer protection; what consumers want 
 
Why this is useful 
 

 During the process of setting out our regulatory framework and with our application of 
that framework, we undertake public consultation exercises, which are open to all, 
but do not attract a cross-section of the public who use premium rate services. 

 We need to understand whether consumers whose use of a service was not 
satisfactory had been subject to appropriate protection from harm, and whether their 
attempts to remedy that harm had been an efficient use of their resources and the 
resources of the agencies contacted in regard to their problem.  

 We need to understand whether the protection afforded to consumers is 
proportionate to the risks posed to consumers. 

 
What we have looked at: 
 

 Obtaining a better understanding of what consumers do when they experience a 
problem with a service, including what motivates them to complain, and what 
experiences they typically have when trying to deal with a complaint. 

 Obtaining a better understanding of what consumers want in terms of safeguards. 
 
 
4.1 What consumers do when things go wrong 
 
Our complaint figures suggest that for the majority (92%)9 of consumers who experienced a 
problem with a PRS, the PRS was billed via their mobile phone. In the period during 2009 
and 2010 when consumer research covering MT-billed services was carried out by Recom, 
MT-billed premium SMS services dominated the complaints received by PhonepayPlus, and 
most of these were about subscription-based services. Not surprisingly, the complaint trends 
mirror those of consumers at large who took part in our research. 
 
Often the first point at which consumers realise that their engagement with a service is not 
as they expected is when they keep receiving SMS messages. These are often MT-billed, 
although consumers may not be aware of that until their credit runs out, or when they receive 
their bill. The average amount of money relating to a complaint (to PhonepayPlus) is circa 
£25, compared with £16 for consumers whose complaint or issue did not lead to them 
contacting us. Consumers with PAYG SIMs tend to find out more quickly about issues 
relating to bill-shock, since they are alerted to the chargeable nature of services and 
messages received when their credit runs out, rather than upon receipt of their next bill. 
 
Generally, PRS consumers with an issue will contact their Network Operator in the first 
instance. 76% of consumers believe that it is the responsibility of the Network Operator to 
solve their problem. Nearly half of consumers referred to us are directed here by their 
network at the first call. 
 
Consumers who complain to PhonepayPlus are generally aged 40+, and the majority of 
them (75%) either do not believe that they purchased a PRS, or were billed and don‟t know 
why. This contrasts sharply with consumers whose issue did not lead to contact with 
PhonepayPlus, of whom 58% were aware that they had purchased a service, but felt that 
they had been misled or misinformed about it in some way. 
 
 

                                                 
9
 Source: http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/Annual-Report-08-09-for-web.pdf  

http://www.phonepayplus.org.uk/upload/Annual-Report-08-09-for-web.pdf
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4.2 What consumers want when things go wrong 
 
The research we have undertaken with Recom to understand what motivates consumers to 
complain, has told us that consumers who have experienced problems with a PRS are 
primarily interested in obtaining a refund. Where relevant they also want to stop receiving 
text messages.  
 
Consumers also indicated to us that they took some comfort in the knowledge that there was 
“somebody out there” (i.e. a regulator) who could act on their behalf and help to bring 
closure to their issue by dealing with what they see as the offending parties. 

 
4.3 What they want to stop things from going wrong 
 
The in-depth work by Recom in 2010 that looked at consumer engagement with MT-billed 
services, including subscriptions and virtual text-chat, found that there was little concern 
from consumers about one-off charges, but they did have concerns about running up high 
bills with cumulative charges.  
 
In doing this research, consumers were asked about some of the measures in place to help 
remind them of their spending. 92% of the text chat users asked responded “yes” to a 
question about whether they would like to be reminded of how much the service was costing. 
Despite this, only 3% said that they knew that there should be a reminder of cost-per-
message for every £10 spent. When presented with options about how they would prefer to 
be reminded, 49% stated that they would like to know that they have spent £10 every time 
they spend £10. Others set the limit higher or lower than this figure, with 22% of consumers 
stating that they would like to be reminded of their spend between £15 and £3010 and 9% 
stating that they would prefer to know every time they spent £5. 
 
A cross-section of consumers was interviewed in group sessions as part of a piece of 
research in 2010 by Thinktank that ran alongside the consultation for the new Code of 
Practice. Although they were not necessarily aware beforehand, they were pleased to know 
that the sector is regulated and felt that this was a necessary measure. Furthermore, they 
did not feel that the proposals outlined for the new Code were too “nanny-ish”. 
 
Pricing transparency seems to be the issue of most importance to consumers. In particular, 
they stated that the following were most important: 
 

 What the price is; 

 How that price is charged (e.g. per minute/per text/per week); 

 What agreement it applies to (e.g. if it‟s a subscription);  

 Any additional charges that will be incurred; and 

 In the absence of consistent pricing between providers,an easy means of finding out 
about additional charges. 

 
Consumers were also asked about the principles outlined for the new Code of Practice in 
relation to other aspects of service use and promotion. They expressed a need for clarity 
about how personal information might be used, and whether their number would be used for 
marketing or passed onto third parties. 

 

                                                 
10

 16% stated that they would like to be reminded between £15-£20, 6% stated that they would like to be reminded every £25-
£30 


