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A snapshot of consumer issues

This report provides a snapshot of the issues that are affecting consumers in 
Scotland, examining both national and local trends in consumer issues. This is 
based on data provided by the majority of citizens advice bureaux in Scotland 
and data from the Citizens Advice consumer service. This report looks in detail at 
the consumer issues handled during the third and fourth quarters of 2012/13.  In 
addition, this report gives an overview of the issues dealt with by bureaux and the 
Consumer Service across the whole of 2012/13.  More detailed data for the first and 
second quarters can be found at www.cas.org.uk/publications 

Citizens Advice Bureaux and the Citizens Advice Consumer Service

There are 61 member citizens advice bureaux, 81 bureaux offices and over 250 
advice points in Scotland, from the cities to the islands.  In addition, the Consumer 
Direct helpline became part of the Citizens Advice Service in April 2012, giving 
consumers in Scotland and across Great Britain a more comprehensive and 
connected consumer champion.  Now called the Citizens Advice consumer service, 
the new addition comprises a helpline, including specialist advice on energy and 
post issues, as well as advice by email, web form and post.  Consumers can also 
access self-help advice online at www.adviceguide.org.uk 

The Citizens Advice consumer service is a GB-wide helpline with contact centres 
across the country, including one in Stornoway.  Landline calls from consumers in 
Scotland are routed to the contact centre in Stornoway, along with some calls from 
consumers in other parts of Great Britain.  Calls from mobile phones can be routed 
to any of the call centres across Great Britain.  This report therefore looks at issues 
from consumers based in Scotland, rather than just those handled by the Stornoway 
contact centre.

In 2012/13 Scotland citizens advice bureaux helped people with around half 
a million issues on everything from benefits to payday loans and housing to 
energy issues.  Bureaux give advice in a number of formats including face to face, 
telephone, home visits and email.  This report only looks at the “consumer” related 
issues which bureaux helped Scots with.  Consumer issues include;

•	 consumer	debt
•	 consumer	goods	and	services
•	 financial	products	and	services
•	 travel	and	transport
•	 utilities
•	 telecommunications

This report looks at all the issues from consumers in Scotland that were handled by 
the Citizens Advice consumer service as well as the consumer issues dealt with by 
bureaux.
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Between April 2012 and March 2013, the Citizens Advice Service helped consumers 
in Scotland with; 

•	 206,727 consumer issues

That’s 826 consumer issues for every working day. Just over a quarter of 
these were addressed by the Citizens Advice Consumer Service, handling 56,737 
issues, including 3856 about energy or post.  

Scottish citizens advice bureaux helped consumers with 149,990 consumer issues, 
covering topics as diverse as payday loans and car maintenance.

The issues handled by bureaux are currently recorded separately from those dealt 
with by the helpline.  Looking in detail at the issues dealt with by the bureaux, we 
can see which areas are the most common during the course of 2012/13.

Figure 1. Top ten consumer issues brought to bureaux in 2012/13

Issue Count
Credit, store and charge card debts - Difficulty making payments 12968
Unsecured personal loan debts - Difficulty making payments 12704
Warm Homes Discount 6906
Private sector rented property - Deposits 6382

Bank and building society overdrafts - Difficulty making payments 5535
Catalogue and mail order debts - Difficulty making payments 4261
Payday loans 2828
Telephone debts -Difficulty making payments 2711
Fuel debts - Difficulty making payments 2664
Private sector rented property - Repairs / maintenance 2305

Key statistics 2012/13
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We can also examine the top ten issues dealt with by the consumer service in 
2012/13 for consumers in Scotland

Figure 2. Top ten Citizens Advice consumer service issues from Scottish consumers 
in 2012/13

Issue Count
Second hand cars bought from independent dealer 2894
Second hand cars bought from franchise dealer 1295
Upholstered furniture 1222
Lap-tops, notebooks and tablet PCs 1054

Mobile Phones (service agreements) 995
Mobile Phones (hardware) 970
Leather furniture 859
Women’s clothing 859
Beds and Mattresses 808
Independent Garage 767

These tables indicate some of the key differences between the types of issues 
brought to bureaux and to the consumer service.

Although recorded separately, we can also look at the biggest issues for Scottish 
consumers across the Citizens Advice Service.  By matching up advice codes it is 
possible to look at the proportion of issues dealt with by the bureaux and by the 
helpline.  Some of these issues match up exactly, but for others we have had to add 
several categories together in order to compare them.  Figure 3 shows the top ten 
consumer issues for consumers in Scotland across the whole Citizens Advice Service.

Key statistics 2012/13
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Figure 3 shows that consumers in Scotland use different types of advice provision 
for different kinds of problems.  We can see that people are much more likely to 
approach their local CAB for advice on debt, housing and energy issues than they 
are to contact the Citizens Advice consumer service.  Conversely, for issues around 
buying and servicing cars, furniture and building repairs consumers are much more 
likely to contact the Citizens Advice consumer service.  

The “Goods + Services – Other” category covers a wide range of issues.  In the 
bureaux, it is not currently possible to get more detail on what these issues may 
be.  However the issues in this category for the consumer service range from 
sunbeds to stationery and from chat rooms to disco hire.  These are all issues which 
don’t directly match with existing categories in the bureaux but which would be 
categorised as “other” if a consumer approached a bureau for help.

Key statistics 2012/13
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Across Scotland’s citizens advice bureaux the consumer trends for 2012/13 reflect 
wider economic trends in a time of austerity.  Between the first and fourth quarter, 
debt issues increased across almost all categories, with payday loan issues increasing 
by 71%. Other key increases across the year included help with applications for the 
Energy Assistance Package which rose by 121% and private tenancy arrears which 
rose by 29%.

While most general consumer goods and services issues remained stable over the 
year, the numbers of people seeking help with issues around holidays and travel 
fell, with package holiday issues dropping by 29%.  Insurance issues also fell 
throughout the year, perhaps indicating improvements in the industry or simply a 
drop in the number of people taking out insurance.  

Particular changes include a 27% drop in the number of vehicle insurance issues, 
the number of enquiries about payment protection insurance (PPI) falling by 19% 
and a 15% fall in buildings and contents insurance issues. 

Changes in the kinds of issues seen by the Citizens Advice consumer service also 
echo the falls in insurance issues, particularly around PPI which fell by 40%.  This 
may reflect a change in practice around PPI with fewer cases of mis-selling after the 
large fines imposed on many banks by regulators.   

Other issues which the consumer service has seen reducing in number include 
landline issues which reduced by 20%.  This contrasts with a 44% increase in the 
number of issues about mobile phone contracts over the year, indicating a shift in 
consumers’ telephone usage. 

The number of issues that the consumer service helped with around the installation 
of central heating systems increased by 109% from April 2012 to March 2013, 
perhaps reflecting a growth in the number of consumers taking action to reduce 
their energy bills and take advantage of energy efficiency programmes.

Key trends 2012/13
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Quarters 3 and 4 2012/13

Across the bureaux, helpline, web and email advice, the Scottish CAB Service helped 
consumers in Scotland with 105,022 new consumer issues between October 2012 
and the end of March 2013.  That’s around 833 new consumer issues per working 
day. 

This included 76,112 new consumer related issues brought to citizens advice 
bureaux in this period, and 28,910 issues dealt with by the Citizens Advice consumer 
service. 

The ten most common issues advised on by the helpline and email service for 
consumers in Scotland are shown in Figure 4.  The most common consumer issues in 
bureaux are shown in Figure 5. 

Figure 4. Top ten consumer service issues Oct 2012-Apr 2013

Issue Count
Second hand cars bought from independent dealer 1452
Second hand cars bought from franchise dealer 640
Lap-tops, notebooks and tablet PCs 624
Upholstered furniture 620

Mobile Phones (service agreements) 548
Mobile Phones (hardware) 499
Women’s clothing 435
Leather furniture 423
Other 412
TVs 384

Figure 5. Top ten consumer issues in bureaux Oct 2012-Apr 2013

Issue Count
Credit, store and charge card debts - Difficulty making payments 6504
Unsecured personal loan debts - Difficulty making payments 6280
Warm Homes Discount 4252
Bank and building society overdrafts - Difficulty making payments 2787

Private sector rented property - Deposits 2180
Catalogue and mail order debts - Difficulty making payments 2143
Goods + Services - Other 1845
Pay day loans 1605
Landline debts - Difficulty making payments 1403
Private sector rented property - Repairs / maintenance 1355
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Table 2 outlines the issues that were more or less common for consumers in 
Scotland compared to Great Britain as a whole.

Table 2: Issues more/less common for consumers in Scotland

Issues more common 
in Scotland

Difference 
from GB                     
(% of all issues)

Issues less common 
in Scotland

Difference 
from GB                     
(% of all issues)

Solid Fuel +181% Advertising agencies -69%

Leather furniture +156% Landlords -63%

Second hand car from 
franchise dealer +125% Legal advice lines -55%

Linoleum +120% Estate Agents -46%

Holiday Clubs +115% Letting agents -37%

During quarters three and four, consumers in Scotland were more likely to have 
a problem with solid fuel (such as wood and coal) compared with the average 
consumer across Great Britain.  This may reflect the fact that a lower proportion of 
households in Scotland are connected to the gas grid than in England and Wales. 
Leather furniture continues to be the mystery outlier and has been a consistently 
bigger issue in Scotland than in the rest of Great Britain.  This may be down to 
tastes or due to particular retailers having larger operations in Scotland than in the 
rest of the country.

Legal advice lines continue to be complained about more in England and Wales 
than in Scotland, as do advertising agencies.  Interestingly, far fewer consumers in 
Scotland contacted the consumer service about landlords and letting agents than 
their counterparts in the rest of Great Britain.  However, issues around private 
tenancies, landlords and letting agencies are amongst the most common issues 
brought to bureaux, as shown in figures 1, 3 and 5.  There may be higher levels 
of complaints about letting agents in England than there are in Scotland due to 
differences in housing stock and the legislative landscape for housing across Great 
Britain.  

We can further examine the data from the Citizens Advice consumer service by 
looking at the type and number of issues by local authority area.  Unsurprisingly, 
the volume of issues broadly follows the volume of population in each area.

Quarters 3 and 4 2012/13
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Consumer Issues by Local Authority

Figure 6.  Top ten local authorities by number of issues handled by the consumer 
service

Local Authority Count
Glasgow City Council 6094
City of Edinburgh Council 4522
Fife Council 4057
North Lanarkshire Council 3772

South Lanarkshire Council 2882
Highland Council 2787
Aberdeenshire Council 2567
West Lothian Council 2216
Renfrewshire Council 2131
Aberdeen City Council 2018

Figure 7 also looks at the number of issues handled by the consumer service by local 
authority but accounts for population, examining the proportion of local people 
contacting the helpline service in each local authority area.

Figure 7. Top ten local authorities by number of consumer issues per 10,000 
households

Local Authority Consumer issues per 10,000 households
Moray Council 330
West Lothian Council 302
Highland Council 273
Falkirk Council 273

East Renfrewshire Council 271
Renfrewshire Council 263
North Lanarkshire Council 258
Inverclyde Council 252
Fife Council 252
Aberdeenshire Council 245
Scotland average 212
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When we look at the areas where the most consumer issues come from per ten 
thousand households, we can see that, proportionally, consumers in more rural 
areas, such as Moray, Highland and Aberdeenshire are more likely than their city 
counterparts to call the consumer helpline.  This could perhaps be accounted for 
by the fact that rural consumers are more used to conducting transactions and 
consumer communications at a distance.

It is also possible to examine the types of issues that consumers in different parts of 
Scotland encounter.  Problems with second hand cars are the dominant issue across 
the country, outstripping almost all other issues.  However the other issues which 
consumers in different parts of Scotland face reflect both the different buying 
habits of various communities and the kinds of businesses that may be problematic 
in different areas.  A full break down of the top five issues for each local authority 
is available at the end of this report.

Consumer issue by Local Authority
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Here Consumer Snapshot examines three key consumer issues that are affecting 
clients and bureaux. These issues are chosen based both on the number of cases 
that consumers seek advice on and the amount of detriment that is caused. In this 
briefing, we look in more detail at the following issues:

•	 Mobile	phone	service	agreements
•	 Landlines	and	telephone	debt
•	 Energy	administration	problems

Across the bureaux and the consumer service, quarters three and four saw nearly 
2000 issues about mobile phone service agreements and difficulties with landline 
debts.  These difficulties range from administrative problems resulting in false debts 
to price hikes part-way through contracts.  Below are some cases illustrating the 
kinds of experiences that many consumers are facing.

Mobile phone service agreements

        A client in the West of Scotland contacted the Citizens Advice consumer 
service after entering into an 18 month mobile phone contract, only to 
be informed by the supplier that the contract was for 24 months.  The 
client’s bill is also more than he had agreed with the company when he 
took out the contract.  The helpline adviser notified the client’s local 
trading standards service and suggested the client send a recorded 
delivery letter to complain to the supplier

        A client in central Scotland called the Citizens Advice consumer service 
regarding an ongoing dispute with his mobile company.  The client 
had taken out a fixed price contract for 24 months with the company, 
however they put up their prices during the contract and the client 
now wishes to leave the company.  The mobile phone company told 
the client that he would have to pay a fee if he wanted to get out 
of his contract.  The company also disputes the client’s claim that he 
was told that it was a fixed price contract and it appears that they did 
not keep a recording of the conversation where the client was told 
this.  The helpline adviser informed the client that there was a possible 
case for verbal misrepresentation and suggested writing a letter to 
the company recorded delivery to state the grounds on which he was 
complaining and the date by which he expected a response.

 

Consumer issues of Quarters 3 and 4
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Consumer issues of Quarters 2 and 4

        A consumer in the East of Scotland contacted the Citizens Advice 
consumer service as she had lost her mobile phone.  The client did 
not report the loss until a day later, by which time someone had run 
up £345 worth of international calls.  The client wanted to know if 
she was liable to pay.  Unfortunately for the client, the terms of her 
contract mean that she was indeed liable to pay as outgoing calls were 
only stopped from the phone once she reported it missing.

Landlines and telephone debt

        An East of Scotland CAB reports of a client who took out a contract 
with a telecommunications provider, cancelled it within the 7 day 
cooling off period but then proceeded to be billed £169.50 per 
month for a service she did not want or need.  The client took out the 
contract but within a week of the service going ‘live’, needed to cancel 
as she was moving house.  This was to escape an abusive relationship.  
The provider said that there would be no fee as it was within the 7 
day cooling off period.  They offered the client the service at the new 
house which she declined.  The provider then took £169.50 a month 
from the date the service had been started.  

        A client in the North of Scotland called the Citizens Advice consumer 
service about a problem with her landline service.  The client’s husband 
recently passed away and she subsequently moved house.  She called 
the landline supplier numerous times to try to cancel the landline 
service as she was moving and she no longer needed the service 
she was being billed for but felt badgered into keeping it open.  
Regardless, she cancelled the contract but has now received a bill for 
£160 to close the contract and an additional debt collectors fee of £30.  
The client paid this in order to get the debt collectors “off her back” 
while she negotiated with the supplier. However she has now received 
another bill for £39.95
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Energy administration problems

Quarters three and four saw 338 issues brought to the consumer service about 
billing errors by energy suppliers and a further 20 issues about customer service 
failures.  Many of the customer service failure complaints were from consumers 
who had been on hold for long periods of time or could not get through to their 
suppliers.  Others were from consumers whose complaints to their suppliers had not 
been registered, resulting in ongoing disputes.

More than a third of the cases regarding billing errors were enquiries from 
consumers about the clarity of the bill, and another third were regarding back 
billing.  One in six of the billing error cases were to do with disputes over liability 
for bills or debt accrued; failure to set up direct debits or incorrect levels of direct 
debits or suppliers failing to refund consumers.  

In addition, energy issues were the second most common area of advice need for 
consumer issues across the whole Citizens Advice Service in Scotland for the year, 
with over 11,000 issues around gas and electricity.  Over 1400 of these were to do 
with billing and another 525 were regarding complaints and redress.

         A client in the West of Scotland contacted the Citizens Advice 
consumer service on behalf of her father. For the last four months, 
he has been receiving threatening court action letters from a gas 
company. The letters are addressed to “the Occupier” rather than 
to the client’s father but the client has looked on the meter and has 
confirmed that the meter does not match the meter number quoted in 
the letters from the supplier.  The helpline adviser referred the client 
on to the energy company in question and asked the client to call back 
if there was no resolution.

        A West of Scotland CAB reports of a client who had received a large 
electricity bill which he was unable able to pay. The bureau had 
previously assisted in getting him on to a payment plan but the size of 
the bill had caused the power company to take him off that plan. The 
CAB then arranged for the client to be put onto fuel direct to pay his 
arrears direct from his benefit at a rate of £25 per month.  The client 
returned to the bureau several times as the supplier kept changing 
the arrangement, sending him a demand notice to pay £69 per month, 
not through fuel direct.  The client is on Jobseekers Allowance and 
cannot afford to pay this amount.  At 22% of his income, the arrears 

 

 

Consumer issues of Quarters 2 and 4
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repayments alone would put the client in fuel poverty, even before he 
started to pay for his usage.

         An island CAB reports of a client who moved into his home in October 
2011 and decided to switch energy suppliers in December 2012. 
However the Meter Number is not registered to his post code. It now 
transpires that an entirely different company was the supplier.  The 
supplier that the client had been paying agreed to refund him all his 
payments and he will now be sent a bill from Scottish the company 
that actually supplies him.  The client wanted to know if he would be 
liable to pay any difference between the two suppliers’ prices.

 

Consumer issues of Quarters 2 and 4
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Appendix 1

Top five issues by local authority area
(please note that for Orkney and Shetland, the number of enquiries per issue were 
too low to allow for compilation of a top five)
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Appendix 1
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Appendix 1
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Appendix 1
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Citizens Advice Scotland and its member bureaux form Scotland’s largest 
independent advice network. CAB advice services are delivered using service 
points throughout Scotland, from the islands to city centres. 

The CAB Service aims: 

to ensure that individuals do not suffer through lack of knowledge of their 
rights and responsibilities, or of the services available to them, or through an 
inability to express their need effectively 

and equally 

to exercise a responsible influence on the development of social policies and 
services, both locally and nationally.

The CAB Service is independent and provides free, confidential and impartial 
advice to everybody regardless of age, disability, gender, race, religion and 
belief and sexual orientation.

Large print copies available on request

www.cas.org.uk

info@cas.org.uk 

www.facebook.com/scottishcabservice 

www.twitter.com/scottishcabservice 

Produced by The Scottish Association of Citizens Advice Bureaux -             
Citizens Advice Scotland (Scottish charity number SC016637)
Spectrum House, 2 Powderhall Road, Edinburgh  EH7 4GB
Tel: 0131 550 1000

Copyright © Citizens Advice Scotland 2013

No part of this publication may be reproduced without prior permission except for 
purposes of review or referral.
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