
How can we deliver continuous improvement in consumer relations? 

Introductory Comments 

• Nearly a decade at Consumers’ Association (now Which?) dealing with competition policy 
matters at all levels – UK, EU and globally. 

• Last few years being a consultant on competition issues to Fipra International 

• Since April a Member of the UK Competition Commission. 

Given the diversity of this background I have to start by pointing out that these comments are very 
much my own and do not reflect the official views of anyone other than myself.  

My working life has been a tale of the relationship between competition and consumer policy and it 
could be said that my appointment to the Competition Commission is living proof of the importance 
of that relationship. So what lessons have I learnt  being a consumer activist, consultant and now 
authority member? 

Given the title I plan to consider the issues in the form of more normal relationship issues 

Competition officials are from Mars; consumer activists are from Venus 

• The International Competition Network used to have the strapline: ‘all competition all the time’  
- which rather neatly sums up the mindset of the competition community 

• Consumer groups are probably nearer: ‘some competition some of the time’ – they have other 
priorities and competition policy is often not in the top bracket 

Why Bristol City will beat my local five-a-side team most times 

• Competition enforcers have teams of lawyers, economists, accountants working on cases – I can 
attest as an external actor and internal member that these teams are dedicated and experienced 
and build on years of institutional knowledge 

• Consumer groups have individuals – dedicated, knowledgable, hard working – but stretched, 
largely working alone and often diverted to work on non-competition issues  - or more 
accurately – work mainly in non-competition work and fight to find the time to get involved.  

• When at Which? I was once asked by a competition lawyer how big my merger team was – to 
which I replied – a little over six foot tall and stood in front of you! 

Why it is reasonable to not know that Julia Roberts was seeing that guy off Law & Order 

• We need to do a little homework on what each other cares about; eg 
o Having a DG comp official wax lyrical about the joys of selective and exclusive 

distribution to a group of consumer activists who dislike SED as a matter of principal 
o Consumer organisation staff wanting every issue they spot to be raised formally with a 

competition agency 

We need to learn how to see things through each others’ eyes 

• The most useful contribution a consumer organisation can make is to make authorities think – it 
is not about surveys it is about a mindset 



 
Pointers 
 
So in the spirit of improving the relationship between consumer groups and competition authorities 
here are some suggestions based on being a consulting activist regulator! 

Focus on the problems not the toolkit 

• Consumer groups deal with problems – competition authorities deal with problem markets 
o Sometimes problems can be solved with a competition action – car distribution 
o Sometimes they need consumer actions – information provision 
o Sometimes they need to see rules tweaked to suit particular markets – insurance (like 

warranties and personal protection insurance) 

If you only have a hammer every problem looks like a nail 

• Competition authorities need to have the ability to apply rules and recommendations flexibly 
o Market studies and investigations allow authorities to look at totality of market and 

tweak rules to benefit consumers 
o Need to make sure more authorities can use this power and ensure that attempts to 

harmonise EU consumer law does not undermine this 

Overall we need rules, rituals and roles 

• Roles:  
o We need to recognise and respect what each side can do and wants to do 
o consumer groups bring a mindset not just surveys   
o stop assuming competition authorities can solve all your problems 

• Resources: 
o We need to find some way to help and persaude consumer groups to put more 

resoruces behind competition policy – they have some excellent people – but they are 
widely dispersed and under-resourced 

• Rituals: 
o Need to establish clear communication lines that allow formal (like supercomplaints) 

and informal (lunch!) conversations between bodies 

• Rules:  
o We need more authorities with market investigation powers that allow a focus on 

problems then toolkits to solve those problems  
o We need to keep the ability to apply and develop rules in consumer and competition 

policy flexibly to suit the problems addressed 

So to to return to our topic and my final piece of advice: if you must criticize, do it lovingly and never 
go to sleep angry. 

In that light I want to end with two practical network proposals: 



• Consumer Brains Trust – bring together retired competition and consumer activists to help 
consumer organisations with representation at important international meetings and provide 
strategic advice 

• Consumer Pro-Bono Panel – I want to create a bank of prop-bono law firms and economics 
consultancies willing to provide pro-bono advice to consumers’ organisations on cases and policy 
issues. If we have a big enough bank we can spread the load and improve consumer input 
enormously. 

Anyone interested in either idea come and see me today or google me – or find me on facebook (I 
am the Phil Evans with the photo of Shrek).  

Thank You. 
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