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Cold calling and doorstep sales
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Introduction

1. Citizens Advice Scotland (CAS) is the umbrella organisation for Scotland’s network of over 80 Citizens Advice Bureau (CAB) offices. These bureaux deliver frontline advice services through more than 250 service points across the country, from the city centres of Glasgow and Edinburgh to the Highlands, Islands and rural Borders communities. 
2. We welcome the initiative from the Scottish branch of the Trading Standards Institute to address the problem of cold calling for the purposes of property maintenance and repairs.  This briefing uses the evidence from the Citizens Advice Consumer Helpline to demonstrate the consumer detriment caused by such practices. 
Types of building work or repairs
3. Between April and November 2012, the Citizens Advice Consumer Helpline dealt with 421 cases where callers had reported a cold caller looking to carry out work on their homes.

4. Of these 421 cases, 363 were regarding home maintenance and improvements and 34 were regarding glazing products and installation.

5. The largest proportion of cases (149) were where consumers were cold called by people offering insulation and on a similar vein, 22 cases were regarding solar heating.

6. A total of 89 cases were to do with roofing or guttering and 27 cases were where consumers were cold called by people offering general building work.

7. The “usual suspects” of cold calling – tarmacing and double glazing – accounted for just 34 and 27 cases respectively.

Types of complaint

8. The Citizens Advice Consumer Helpline records the type of complaint made by callers, ranging from mis-selling to defective goods.

9. Of the 397 cases involving home maintenance and improvements or glazing products and installation, the largest proportion of cases – 39% (156 cases) – were regarding substandard services.  Of these, the biggest proportion of cases concerned insulation (57 cases), followed by roofing (31 cases) and tarmacing and paving (21 cases).

10. Over a quarter of cases (29%) were to do with misleading claims or omissions (53 cases) and selling practices (61 cases).  Under both these categories of complaint, the biggest area of concern was around insulation sales people with over half of the misleading claims complaints involving insulation.

Financial impact

11. The cases detailed above concerned nearly £700,000 worth of consumer expenditure.  This includes actual amounts spent on roofing products for example, as well as the amounts which consumers were asked to pay by rogue traders but did not pay.  Averaging £1,762 per case, it is clear that cold callers are in a lucrative business.

12. The largest amount of consumer expenditure came under the headings of substandard services and defective goods, accounting for £202,908 and £129,966 of consumer detriment respectively.  

13. Interestingly, whilst most cases in the substandard services heading were to do with insulation, most of these cases did not cost the consumer financially.  Instead, the types of building work which caused the largest consumer detriment in terms of cost were roofing – accounting for £64,564 – and fitted bathrooms which cost consumers £30,750.

14. Within the defective goods category, the biggest financial losses were incurred by consumers who were sold defective double glazing (amounting to £51,865) and other general building work which cost consumers £35,000.

15. In addition, whilst more than half of the cases regarding misleading claims or omissions concerned cold callers offering insulation, consumers only lost a total of £105 in such cases.  In contrast, consumers who were cold called about solar heating spent £18,692 and consumers taking up offers of work on roofing lost £16,300.  In total, misleading claims or omissions accounted for £54,436 of consumer detriment.

Case studies

16. The following case studies demonstrate the types of cases handled by the Citizens Advice Consumer Helpline on the subject of uninvited doorstep sellers.  In each case the helpline adviser either helped the client to resolve their case or made appropriate referrals to Trading Standards or the Police.

· A consumer in the East of Scotland called the Citizens Advice Consumer Helpline after a salesman came to her house offering her new windows.  The client thought that the finance agreement was for £6995 so signed up.  She was given no cancellation rights and has now discovered that the agreement was for £16,995.
· A consumer in the West of Scotland called the Citizens Advice Consumer Helpline to report a potential scam.  He had his driveway landscaped by a cold caller and was happy with the results.  The trader then offered to damp proof his home.  As the driveway had been quite good, the client took up the offer and paid for the damp proofing in advance.  However the company now appears to have disappeared having taken his money.
· A consumer in the West of Scotland called the Citizens Advice Consumer Helpline after being approached by a cold caller selling windows even though she has a sign saying no cold calling. The trader stated that the interest rate would be 1% and gave the client a form to sign which she was told was for a credit check.  However the trader is now claiming that she signed an agreement for new windows to be installed.  The credit agreement came in the post and the total repayable is £53,000 which is well over the 1%. The client disputed this but the trader stated that she was out with the cancellation period and was liable. The client has a heart condition and is hard of hearing and feels that she was pressured into signing the agreement.  The client called the trader to discuss the matter and he arrived at her door late and night and would not leave for three hours.

· A consumer in the South of Scotland called the Citizens Advice Consumer Helpline after her elderly mother was cold called by a trader offering to install a new bathroom. The client’s mother agreed to a contract worth £5000 after the trader was in her house for five hours.  The client says her mother was hungry and tired so signed up but is now keen to cancel.  She sent a form to the trader to cancel the contract but the trader is now harassing her and trying to persuade her to continue with the contract.

Sarah Beattie-Smith
Policy and Parliamentary Officer
Citizens Advice Scotland

0131 550 1016
sarah.beattie-smith@cas.org.uk
[image: image2.png]citizens
advice
scotland




The Scottish Association of Citizens Advice Bureaux - Citizens Advice Scotland 

(Scottish charity number SC016637)

