

From: Phil Simpson [mailto:Phil.Simpson@oft.gsi.gov.uk] 
Sent: Friday, October 03, 2008 5:27 PM
To: SANCO CONSUMERCOMPLAINTS
Cc: KYRIACOU Kyriacos (SANCO); Donna Davis
Subject: FW: Problems Submitting Consultation Response Online: Response Attached in Email
To whom it may concern, 

I am looking to submit a response to the consultation on developing a harmonised methodology for classifying and reporting consumer complaints across the EU.
Whenever I submit a completed form using the website: http://ec.europa.eu/yourvoice/ipm/forms/dispatch?form=Consultation&lang=en  I am faced with an error page.
As such, please find below a list of the questions from the form and subsequent answers from the Office of Fair Trading, Consumer Direct service.  
If you require any further details, please feel free to contact me. 

Kind regards, 

Phil Simpson 

Phil Simpson| Service Integration and Development Manager, Consumer Direct | Office of Fair Trading
Fleetbank House | 2-6 Salisbury Square | London EC4Y 8JX | T: 020 7211 5910 | F: 020 7211 8926 www.oft.gov.uk 

Do you collect consumer complaints? 
Yes 
Do you collect consumer enquiries? 
Yes 
Do you classify complaints and enquiries separately? 
Yes 

How do you define complaints? 
A contact to the service where a consumer details a specific complaint against a specific trader. 
How do you define enquiries? 
A contact to the service where a consumer may be seeking pre-shopping advice, or looking to establish where they stand in a hypothetical situation (without a specific trader involved).
Other definitions. Please specify here. 
Referrals - cases that have been identified as being complex in nature or concerning a potential criminal offence are advised upon and then referred to partner organisations for futher assistance (predominantly Trading Standards Services).
Signposts - cases where a better organisation has been identified that may be able to assist the consumer and they are given their details.
Out of Scope - cases that are outside the scope of the Consumer DIrect service. 

Who is eligible to send you a complaint? 
Consumer and Other. 
Please specify other: 
In rare circumstances, Consumer Direct may advise traders that have acted as a consumer in a given situation; or that are seeking advice on where they stand in resolving a consumer complaint.
For which sectors do you collect data? 
A copy of our current case coding structure will be sent to the email address above to show the sectors that Consumer Direct covers.
Which is your preferred policy option on the issue of harmonising consumer complaints classification systems? 
A voluntary scheme. 


Please explain your choice: 
The Office of Fair Trading (OFT) recognises the benefits that would arise from a harmonised EU methodology for classifying and reporting consumer complaints.
There are concerns that an obligatory system may be too prescriptive and prevent a natural evolution of collecting complaint data.  At present, the classification of complaint data can react to changes in the consumer marketplace.  An obligatory system may also have a considerable impact on the operations of the national Consumer Direct service, which relies on a number of different IT systems inter-linking with one another to share data.
A voluntary system would be considered a better approach by the OFT.  This would better enable the sharing of best practice between member states, leading to a more flexible methodology, which in turn would also be easier to incorporate into existing practices.
Do you agree that only the classification of complaints addressed to third parties (e.g. public agencies, ministries, self-regulatory bodies, consumer NGOs, trade associations, ADR bodies, others) should be harmonised and not those made to sellers/retailers?
Yes. 

Please give your view on whether a new classification system should include data on the following variables. 
Number of complaints 
Yes. 
Number of enquiries 
Yes. 
Sectors 
Yes. 
Nature/type of complaint (e.g. faulty goods, late delivery, overcharging, incorrect labelling, etc.) 
Yes. 
Mediums of transaction (e.g. face to face, internet, telephone sales, etc.) 
Yes. 
Associated monetary value 
Yes. 
Type of infringement and relevant legislation (e.g. horizontal legislation such as Unfair Commercial Practices or sector specific legislation such as Package Travel)
Yes. 

Should the system use COICOP? 
No. 
Should the system use an alternative sectorial classification? 
Yes. 
Please specify: 
The OFT and Consumer Direct systems of classifying complaint data have evolved over time (since 1973 and 2004 resprectively), which has taken them to a greater depth of categorisation than the COICOP system allows.  It is believed that adopting a COICOP classification system may be a step backwards with regards to the quality and accuracy of complaint data collected.
The OFT and Consumer Direct are happy to share their classification system and hope that it may be of assistance to the consultation.  A copy of the coding structure will be sent to the SANCO-consumercomplaints@ec.europa.eu email address as noted above.
How often should participating parties report aggregate collected complaints to the Commission? 
Yearly. 
Would you be prepared to change your existing classification methodology to be in line with a voluntary harmonised methodology?
Do not know. 
What would be the cost implications of changing your methodology? 
Significant. 
Please specify: 
Consumer Direct has a complex structure of database systems: there are four different Case Handling Systems supplying a single Central Database; which then shares information with approximately 200 Trading Standards Service systems and the OFT.  An understanding of the present complaint categorisation flows between all of these organisations - changes to this information network would have a wide-ranging ripple effect.

Do you use an IT tool to classify complaints? 
Yes. 

Please provide more information on the system: is it a specialised software or a single spreadsheet, etc? 
The Consumer Direct advisers use Case Handling Systems to capture complaint data from consumers.  These sytems allow for a comprehensive coding of cases and for free text entry of specific complaint information.  This information is fed into an SQL Central Database, which allows information to be exported in XML.
Additional Comments: 
The Consumer Direct service is currently undergoing a sustained period of change.  The service has just taken on contacts for energy and post complaints and is investigating the potential handling of other complaint data, such as water complaints.  A strategic solution for Consumer Direct is also being devised which will have a significant affect on the structure of the national service post 2010.  This includes a new IT system being adopted which it would be ill-timed to alter again if EU requirements dictated it.
Personal data 
Name of organisation 
Office of Fair Trading, Consumer Direct 
Country of establishment of the Organisation 
Great Britain 
Address 
OFT / CD 
Fleetbank House, 2-6 Salisbury Square 
London, EC4Y 8JX 
Website address (if available) 
www.oft.gov.uk  /  www.consumerdirect.gov.uk 
Name contact person 
Mr Phil Simpson 
Telephone number contact person 
0207 211 5910 
E-mail contact person 
phil.simpson@oft.gsi.gov.uk 

Stakeholder group 
Member State Authority. 

Size of the organisation 
200+ 
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