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The Extra Help Unit 

 
The Extra Help Unit (EHU) is a team of caseworkers based in Glasgow that helps 
people and micro-businesses throughout Great Britain who have complex energy 
or postal complaints. 
 
The team is responsible for the duties of Consumer Futures under Section 13 of 
the Consumers, Estate Agents and Redress (CEAR) Act to deal with cases where 
a domestic (or small / medium business) consumer has been disconnected or has 
been threatened with disconnection, including prepayment off-supply cases.  
Consumer Futures also has powers under Section 12 to deal with energy cases 
received from vulnerable consumers. 
 
The EHU aims to assist consumers who are deemed to be vulnerable due to: 
 

 The urgency of their situation e.g. debt collection action or 
unmanageable payment arrangement; or 

 Their personal circumstances, whereby the consumer is unable to deal 
with the matter themselves; or  

 The complexity of the problem, which makes it difficult for the consumer 
to deal directly with their supplier and requires expert help to resolve their 
problem. 

 
Each year it helps more than 1,000 households at risk of being disconnected from 
their energy supply, investigates thousands of complaints against energy 
suppliers and recovers more than a million pounds for consumers.  It also uses 
evidence from client cases to identify the things that are causing hardship to 
vulnerable consumers and works with energy suppliers and the industry to tackle 
them. 
 
The unit works with both suppliers and customers to rebuild relationships and find 
practical solutions. This approach has helped the unit recover more than £4 
million pounds for consumers since it was set up in 2008. 
 
The unit also provides an 'Ask the Adviser' telephone service for advice agencies 
who need specialist support to help their clients. 
 

How consumers reach us  

 
The bulk of referrals are received from the Citizen’s Advice consumer 
helpline. Other referral routes include Ofgem, Ombudsman Services: 
Energy, Elected Representatives, and consumer advice and support 
agencies. 
 
Over 80% of the referrals received in the Extra Help Unit are sent by The 
Citizen’s Advice Consumer Helpline: 

o Urgent calls are Mid Call Transferred  
o Non-urgent calls are emailed to a general inbox – this is monitored 

by EHU Admin 
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The Citizen’s Advice consumer helpline is responsible for providing the ‘first tier’ 
of independent advice for consumers.  Suppliers are required to make these 
contact details available on their correspondence with their customers, including 
on the back of bills.  Consumers can contact the Citizen’s Advice consumer 
helpline on 03454 04 05 06.  Any priority or urgent cases are then Mid Call 
Transferred from The Citizen’s Advice consumer helpline to the EHU and other 
cases falling within the EHU remit are received via e-mail or written referrals.  
 
 
 

About Consumer Futures 

 
 
In April 2014 Consumer Futures transferred to Citizens Advice and Citizens 
Advice Scotland (CAS).  It’s the final part of the Government’s consumer 
landscape changes, which means that consumer advice, advocacy and education 
are all handled by one organisation. 
 
Consumer Futures has a number of responsibilities and powers including unique 
powers to require private and public bodies to disclose information.   
 
 
Its roles include: 
 

 representing the consumer interest to businesses, regulators, governments 
and policy makers 

 referring companies for breaches of licence conditions 

 working with others outside of the regulatory framework to develop and 
implement practical solutions to consumer problems. 

 
 
Its strategic priorities are: 
 

 To sharpen the understanding and response of policy makers and markets 
to the causes and solutions regarding consumer vulnerability. 

 To place affordability and fairness at the heart of decision making about 
huge infrastructure investments. 

 To make consumers the beneficiaries, not the victims of retail markets in a 
digital age. 
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Vulnerable consumers 

 
We apply a wide definition of ‘vulnerable’ in order to take account of the complex 
nature of how a person can be vulnerable at any point in time. For example, 
people can be vulnerable for any of the following reasons: 
 

 Medical - chronic illness or reliance on medical equipment 

 People who may need support – some people with a mental health or 
communication support need, or a learning disability  

 Personal reasons – life changing circumstance (divorce, bereavement, 
redundancy, etc), drug/ alcohol problems, debt, small business facing 
closure, elderly, young children at property, low income 

 

Complex cases 

 
Our definition of a vulnerable consumer also includes cases where the consumer 
is effectively rendered vulnerable due to the complexity of the issue.  An issue can 
be deemed to be complex where the consumer is unable to understand and take 
their complaint forward.  
 
 
Examples include: 
 

 Meter/ address mix ups 

 Meter accuracy 

 Back billing 

 Transfers  

 Distribution complaints (involving alterations) 

 Billing consumption complaints 

 Micro-business cases  
 
 
The Extra Help Unit also has a duty under the CEAR Act to assist vulnerable 
micro-business consumers.  A micro-business must meet one of the following 
criteria: 
 

 Has less than 10 full time equivalent employees and an annual turnover or 
annual balance sheet total of less than €2 million a year; or  

 Uses less than 293,000 kWh of gas per annum; or   

 Uses less than 100,000 kWh of electricity per annum.  
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Micro-business consumers can be vulnerable for any of the following reasons: 
 

 Usage at premises is for mixed domestic and non-domestic purposes;  

 Disconnections for alleged theft/ meter interference; 

 Business that remains disconnected or being refused a connection as a 
consequence of a deliberate act by a supplier;  

 Reconnection has taken place but concern remains about the manner in 
which the disconnection took place or any sum owed by the consumer;  

 Where the non domestic consumer has been deemed as vulnerable due to: 
o personal circumstances 
o urgency of situation 
o complexity 

 

Our staff 

 
The EHU currently has over 30 members of staff including 18 caseworkers and 
our Advice & Stakeholder Team, a small team which delivers the Ask the Adviser 
service and the Knowledge Base information resource.  
 
The Advice & Stakeholder Team works closely with energy suppliers to address 
policy issues and trends identified in EHU casework. 
 
For a full list of all EHU staff and their contact details please contact us at 
complaints.info@consumerfutures.org.uk 
 

Complaint volumes 

 
In 2014 the EHU dealt with a total of 8610 cases.  A third of the complaints 
received related to a priority case where the consumer had been disconnected or 
was at threat of imminent disconnection.  
 
A tenth of the complaints received were from business consumers. 
 

mailto:complaints.info@consumerfutures.org.uk
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The geographical split of cases received closely mirrors the population split within 
the UK.  
 

 

Case types 

 
The type of case taken on by the EHU depends on whether the consumer has 
already contacted the company to try to resolve the issue.  
 

Business 
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Domestic 
90% 

Domestic/ Business Split 

England 
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Wales 
7% 

Geographical Split 
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If the consumer has contacted the company and was unable to reach a 
satisfactory resolution, the case is logged as a ‘complaint’.  
 
If the consumer has not given the company an opportunity to investigate the 
matter but is unable to take it forward themselves, the case is treated as an 
‘enquiry’.  
 
When a consumer is off supply or is at risk of being off supply imminently, these 
cases are always treated as complaints (although it will initially be logged as a 
‘priority’). 
 
We also provide an advice line for other agencies who deal with clients with 
energy or postal problems.  Where the advice agency wants to retain the case 
and calls for advice on how to progress these calls are logged as an ‘Ask the 
Adviser’.   
 
Enquiries and Ask the Adviser calls are not included in the metric for the 
publication of complaint stats.  

Enquiries  

 
Companies are expected to investigate and issue a written response to the EHU 
within 10 working days.  This response should include a copy of any letter(s) sent 
to the consumer to resolve the complaint. 
 
If a response is not received within 10 working days or an unsatisfactory response 
is received the enquiry may be upgraded to a complaint. 

Priority – (Disconnection, threat of disconnection or pre 
payment meter failure) 

 
Companies are expected to acknowledge the urgency of any case during the 
initial telephone call from the EHU.  It is expected that the representative / agent 
will give an indication as to what action will be taken, with an agreement made as 
to when an update will be provided. 
 
In the majority of cases, a Priority Form will be issued and companies are 
expected to complete this and return to us within two working days. 

 

Complaints 

 
Companies should investigate the complaint and issue a written response to the 
EHU within 10 working days.  This response should include copies of any 
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letter(s) sent to the consumer to resolve the complaint.  Complaints will remain 
open until we have been assured that the matter has been resolved. 
 
If we do not receive a response, or are unhappy with the progress made or 
proposal offered by the supplier, the complaint will be escalated within the EHU to 
a team manager and eventually the Head or Deputy Head of the EHU.  We 
require escalation routes within energy suppliers to allow us to have complaints 
reviewed at a more senior level where necessary.   
 
As a general rule, the best format for a response to the EHU is a summary from 
the supplier answering all the points within our initial letter, plus any additional 
information that is relevant to the case. If written correspondence has been sent to 
the consumer in response to the complaint, a copy of this should also be provided 
to the Extra Help Unit. 

Acknowledgement Letters 

 
An acknowledgement letter is issued to the consumer within 3 days of a referral 
being received.  We usually discuss the case with the consumer on the telephone 
first, and then send this letter to confirm who we are, the process we follow and to 
help us manage our consumer’s expectations.  Consumers are all sent a standard 
information sheet about the EHU with the acknowledgement letter. 

Dispute process 

 
Disputing the way we categorise and classify cases:  
 
EHU cases are a key component in our energy supplier performance statistics 
(published quarterly).  Therefore, the way in which the EHU classifies complaints 
is important.  The primary objective of our dispute process is to ensure that the 
data (i.e. our categorisation of complaints) is as robust, accurate and reliable as 
possible. 
 
The dispute process enables companies to question our action where they think 
mistakes may have been made in the way a complaint was logged or handled.  It 
is also the process that companies can use to question and clarify whether a 
contact registered as a complaint was valid where they think it should have been 
logged as an enquiry. 
 
The EHU categorises its complaints at the initial point of contact based on the 
consumer’s information.  The caseworkers use their significant knowledge and 
experience of the market to determine how the case can be accurately 
categorised. 
  
The process is based on two key principles:  

 

 The dispute process must be completely invisible to consumers  
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When a complaint is disputed, the complaint itself must continue to be 
investigated in a thorough and effective manner.  Companies should never 
involve the consumer in the process of gathering evidence for a dispute.  
 

 Industry must ensure that there is no abuse of the dispute process  
 
In the interests of all parties, unfounded challenges to consumer 
complaints will not be permitted.  Any dispute arising over a complaint 
which lacks clear supporting evidence will not be considered by the EHU.  

 
If a dispute is not raised within five working days of it being received, then the 
complaint will be considered to be valid. 
 
All disputes must be made through the formal dispute process.  It is vital that any 
disputes are directed to Team Managers, who will be able to maintain an overview 
of disputes and take action where necessary. At no time should formal or informal 
contact be made with Caseworkers in order to change complaint details.  

The Dispute Process – Operating Guidance 

 
The Disputes form (template attached) should be requested from the EHU and 
used in all instances to raise a dispute.  This form should be completed and sent 
to the EHU email address complaints.info@consumerfutures.org.uk within five 
days from the date the EHU forwarded the complaint. If no dispute is received 
within that timeframe, the complaint will no longer be open for dispute.  A Team 
Manager will check the evidence and respond to the dispute within 5 days.  
 
Disputes will only be accepted on the following criteria: 
 

 The complaint has been logged against the wrong company 
o EHU will accept challenges where there is clear evidence that a 

complaint should be assigned to another company.  

 The company has not had a reasonable opportunity to resolve the matter 
o The EHU will assess from the initial contact with the consumer 

whether any contact or attempted contact was made, and if there 
had been sufficient time for any problem to be resolved.  

 The categorisation is incorrect i.e. should be an enquiry, not a complaint  
o The case is a repeat revenue protection issue. First offences cannot 

be disputed. 
 
Priority cases are excluded from the dispute process due to their urgent nature. 
 
 
If the company does not agree with the decision made by the Team Manager, 
they can escalate the dispute to the Head of the EHU and request a review of the 
case.  This will only be appropriate in a limited number of circumstances, and will 
require evidence. 
 

mailto:complaints.info@consumerfutures.org.uk
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Classification of complaints 

 
Each complaint on our system is assigned a category code.  This enables us to 
monitor trends and carry out analysis on complaints received within each area. 
Our current Category codes are: 
 

 Information 
o AD1 Priority Services Register  
o AD2 Energy Efficiency advice 
o AD3 Pricing information 
o AD4 Supply point number information 
o AD5 Company contact details (non complaint purposes) 
o AD6 How to change supplier 
o AD7 Maximum resale price  
o AD8 Non domestic contract issues 

 

 Billing errors 
o BE1 Failure to set up DD / DD set at incorrect level 
o BE2 DD unauthorised withdrawal 
o BE3 Back-billing / catch up bill received 
o BE4 Clarity of bill 
o BE5 New bill not received / Frequency of bills 
o BE6 Customer not responsible for bill / debt 
o BE7 Failure to refund 
o BE8 Final bill not received 
o BE9 Disputed use of premises: business/domestic 
o BE10 Online tariff problem  
o BE11 Security deposits 
o BE12 Missing/Misdirected Payments (credit meter)  
o BE13 Incorrect opening / closing meter reading on transfer 
o BE14 PPM statements 
o BE15 Multiple MPRs/MPANs for one site 

 

 Customer Service failure  
o CS1 Complaint not registered by company 
o CS2 Phone queue too long 

 

 Debt/Disconnections 
o DD1 Unsuitable or unaffordable payment scheme to cover debt 
o DD2 Debt recovery practices  
o DD3 Unable to request suitable payment methods (fuel direct, PPM) 
o DD4 Disconnection/forced PPM without proper process 
o DD5 Disconnection/forced PPM in error 
o DD6 Disconnection following due process  
o DD7 Vulnerable Consumer disconnected 
o DD8 Disputed Rights of Entry 
o DD9 PPM self disconnection (unable to credit meter) 

 

 Distribution/Transportation 
o DT1 Quality of supply 
o DT2 Reliability of supply/supply disruptions  
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o DT3 Connections/alterations of supply 
o DT4 Difficulty or delay in obtaining connection/alteration to supply 
o DT5 Excavations/Reinstatement 
o DT6 Emergency service provision gas 
o DT7 Network safety 

 

 PPMs 
o PP1 PPM settings (incorrect tariff rate / incorrect debt repayment 

rate)  
o PP2 Delay in issuing PPM card (currently off supply)  
o PP3 Delay in issuing PPM card (currently on supply) 
o PP4 Difficulty charging PPM card/card faulty/card lost  
o PP5 PPM misdirected payments 

 

 Price Comparison Services 
o PC1 Complaint about Price Comparison Service Provider 

 

 Metering 
o ME1 Meter accuracy  
o ME2 Meter provision or exchange  
o ME3 Meter positioning 
o ME4 Meter reading/data collection  
o ME5 Supply point administration query (MPRN / MPR/MPAS) 
o ME6 Suspected meter tampering  
o MA1 Suspected forged signature 
o MA2 Inappropriate staff behavior 
o MA3 Misrepresentation 
o MA4 Consumer agreed only to receive information 
o MA5 Signatory not responsible for account 

 

 Marketing 
o MA1 Suspected forged signature 
o MA2 Inappropriate staff behavior 
o MA3 Misrepresentation 
o MA4 Consumer agreed only to receive information 
o MA5 Signatory not responsible for account 

 

 Transfers 
o TR1 Transfer in error due to incorrect supply point information 
o TR2 Cancelled contract not auctioned 
o TR3 Breach of Erroneous Transfer Charter 
o TR4 Problems arising from Contracts 
o TR5 Supplier unable to supply  
o TR6 Supplier objection to transfer on grounds of debt 
o TR7 Supplier objection to transfer on grounds of contract terms  
o TR8 Transfer not actioned after price notification received 
o TR9 Transfer windows  
o TR10 Supplier Objection - reasons unknown 
o TR11 Failure to correctly apply for transfer 
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Working with the industry 

 
The EHU maintains relationships with key stakeholders from across the energy 
consumer redress process in order to share information about trends, emerging 
issues and concerns.  We hold quarterly meetings with the ‘Big 6’ and some of the 
smaller energy suppliers which are also attended by Energy UK, the Ombudsman 
Service: Energy, the Citizen’s Advice consumer helpline and Ofgem.  
 
The EHU also meets suppliers individually to discuss any concerns about 
performance or policies identified through our casework.  We are also able to help 
with suggestions for improvements and sharing best practice.  We also 
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periodically visit suppliers to meet their complaints teams and learn more about 
their operations.  
 
The EHU also provides evidence to Ofgem and has been formally named as part 
of Ofgem’s assessment criteria when considering enforcement action against a 
supplier.   

Our successes 

 
The EHU’s performance is measured on the beneficial outcomes we get for 
consumers and the results of our customer satisfaction research.  From April 2014 
we will also publish information on key performance indicators on time taken to 
resolve complaints. 
   
In 2014 we obtained over £1,098,885 in financial redress for consumers – an 
average of £121 per complaint.  

 
86% of the cases dealt with by the Extra Help Unit achieved beneficial outcomes.  
These included: 
 

 The rebilling of accounts in accordance with the back billing code; 

 more beneficial tariffs being applied; 

 the prevention of disconnection in favour of affordable payment 
arrangements; 

 refunds being issued following incorrect billing; and 

 the supply being restored in cases where a supplier has disconnected.  
 
Within 35 working days we resolved 77% of the complaints we received, with 92% 
being resolved within 66 working days 
 
Each month a research company surveys a sample of customers whose cases 
have been closed.  In 2014 on average 88% were ‘satisfied’ or ‘very satisfied’ with 
the service we offered.  Over three quarters of customers surveyed said that the 
EHU made a difference for the better to their problem. 
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Sample acknowledgement letter sent to all consumers 

 
 

  

13 March 2014     Ref: xxxxxxxxx / xxxxxxx 

 

Dear xxxxxx 

 

The details of your complaint have been referred to the Citizens Advice Service 
Extra Help Unit by the Citizens Advice Consumer Helpline as it falls within our 
remit.   

 

 Please refer to the enclosed document for more information on the Extra 
Help Unit. 

 

I have contacted ScottishPower on your behalf and asked them to investigate 
your complaint. I have asked for a written response to be sent to you and copied 
to me. Please be aware that where we feel it is to your benefit, we may pass 
information that you share with us onto the company. 

 

Complaints received by the Extra Help Unit are used to monitor the performance 
of energy and postal companies and to identify trends. We also use the 
information for press releases and to raise issues with the industry regulators – 
Ofgem and Ofcom. The Extra Help Unit may share details of your complaint with 
the regulators unless you ask us not to do so. Please visit our website for more 
information about this. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

xxxxxxxxxxx  Ext xxxx 

Caseworker 

0800 458 2245* 

Complaints.info@consumerfutures.org.uk 

* If calling from a mobile, consider using our alternative landline number to avoid excessive mobile 

network charges 0141 354 8149 

 

mailto:Complaints.info@consumerfutures.org.uk
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What is the Extra Help Unit 

 

 The Extra Help Unit investigates energy enquiries and complaints on behalf of 
vulnerable consumers across Great Britain.  

 We have a duty to investigate cases involving disconnection and have the powers 
to investigate cases involving vulnerability.  We consider someone to be 
vulnerable if they cannot make or progress a complaint on their own  

 We are based in Glasgow and have a team of 15 Caseworkers who provide a free 
service to consumers  

 

What we can do 

 

 We raise enquiries and complaints with energy suppliers on behalf of domestic 
and small business consumers.  

 We meet with energy suppliers and industry organisations and share with them 
the very real experiences of consumers who contact us   

 

How we will deal with your case 

 

 We acknowledge that when your details are passed to us you may have had a 
bad experience with your energy supplier and may be frustrated at the position 
you are in.  Our aim is to work with you and your supplier to get you the best 
possible outcome  

 One of our Caseworkers will initially raise an enquiry for you with a specialist team 
at your energy supplier 

 We will then raise a complaint for you with a specialist team at your energy 
supplier  

 If your case is urgent, for example if you are facing disconnection, we will continue 
to communicate with you over the phone until we obtain a resolution 

 If your case is less urgent, we will update you in writing within 15 working days. 
Once we have achieved the best outcome we can get, we will inform you of this 
and look to close your case 

 The majority of our cases are resolved within 35 working days. If your case is 
complicated, we may require a little more time 

 Where appropriate we may suggest that you approach other advice agencies, like 
your local Citizens Advice Bureau, local authority or debt advice agency 

 Of the consumers we asked last year, 85% were ‘satisfied or very satisfied’ with 
our overall service  

 

What you should expect from us 

 

 We always look to achieve the best possible outcome regardless of your situation 
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 We will not tell you what to do. This will be your choice to make.  We will offer you 
advice and recommend what options are available to you  

 

 

 

What we expect from you 

 

 It is important that you co-operate with us and your energy supplier and provide 
information that may be needed.  You may also have to make us aware of your 
personal circumstances, for example financial situation, medical and health 
circumstances and number and ages of children living with you 

 We appreciate that it can be difficult to share personal information with another 
organisation.  We always aim to use this information with your supplier to help 
your situation, for example, to help prevent a disconnection, get you an affordable 
payment plan, a suitable meter or a more suitable tariff                  

What we cannot do 

 

 We can ask for compensation or goodwill, but have no powers to enforce a 
company to comply with our request 

 We do not have staff that are legally trained and cannot offer legal advice or 
assistance 

 Although we can make suggestions, we cannot dictate how a supplier should 
resolve your complaint  

What happens if you are not happy with the outcome 

 

 Although we try and get you the best result, we recognise that you may not 
always be happy with the outcome of your case. We will advise you what 
alternatives you have to take your complaint beyond us, for example the Energy 
Ombudsman  

 

What happens if you are not happy with us 

 

 At any stage of dealing with your case you may ask us for a copy of our internal 
complaints procedure 

 We respect your right to disagree with us.  We will not however accept any 
unreasonable behaviour towards our staff.  To protect our staff we may record 
your call 

 

Extra Help Unit 
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Complaint Dispute Form 

Customer Details Company Contact Details 

Customer Name:  

 

Name 

 

Customer Address:  

 

Company 

 

Postcode:  

 

Date raised -  

 

 Contact Tel Number 

 

 

Consumer Futures complaint reference number: 

 

 

Please indicate reason for disputing the complaint: 

 

1. The categorisation is incorrect.  
2. The company has not had a reasonable opportunity to resolve the matter.  
3. The complaint has been logged against the wrong company.  
4. The complaint involves a further incidence of meter interference.  

 

Please fully explain reason you are disputing the complaint and ensure that you 
attach relevant documents supporting the dispute. 
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Extra Help Unit Response 

FROM (Team Manager’s Name) 

 

 

TO (Name) 

 

 

Response to your dispute,  reasons and action taken: 

 

Complaint stands/amended/withdrawn/assigned to another company 

 

 

Date: 
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