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About the General Consumer Council for Northern Ireland.
The General Consumer Council for Northern Ireland (the Consumer
Council) is an independent consumer organisation, working to bring
about change to benefit Northern Ireland (NI) consumers. Our aim is to
‘make the consumer voice heard and make it count’.
We have a statutory remit to promote and safeguard the interests of
consumers and have specific functions in relation to energy, water,
transport and food. These include considering consumer complaints and
enquiries, carrying out research and educating and informing
consumers. From April 2014, we took over statutory responsibility for
representing postal service consumers in NI.
The Consumer Council is also a designated body for the purposes of
supercomplaints, which means that we can refer any consumer affairs
goods and services issue to the Competition and Markets Authority,
where we feel that the market may be harming consumers’ best
interests. In addition, we have ‘supercomplainant’ status for financial
services, with powers to bring supercomplaints on financial matters to
the Financial Conduct Authority (FCA).
In taking forward our broad statutory remit we are informed by and
representative of consumers in NI. We work to bring about change to
benefit consumers by making their voice heard and making it count. To
represent consumers in the best way we can, we listen to them and
produce robust evidence to put their priorities at the heart of all we do.
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Purpose of the paper
To explore the issues arising from online parcel deliveries to NI and put
forward solutions for how this can be resolved to benefit consumers.

Background
Online shopping is increasingly valued by consumers. It has the potential
to bring greater choice and quality to consumers at competitive prices. It
is found to have particular benefits for rural and remote consumers
because of their lack of access to high street shops.
The rapid growth in online shopping over recent years has led to a
related increase in parcel deliveries to fulfill those orders. However, the
delivery process can exclude some potential online shoppers from this
increasingly important market, in particular NI consumers.
The online shopping purchase involves three main parties, which are all
inextricably linked – notably the consumer, online retailer and parcel
operator.
Contractual relationship of parties involved in an online purchase

Consumers
When a consumer
purchases an item
online, the contract is
between the consumer
and the online retailer.

Online Retailers

In the majority of cases there is no
contractual relationship between
the parcel operator and the
consumer. However, the parcel
operator is the mode through
which online retailer fulfils its
contract with the consumer.
Therefore, for the consumer, the
delivery of their purchase forms
part of their contractual
relationship with the retailer.
Parcel operators

The contract for delivery is
between the online retailer
and the parcel operator
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The issues facing online parcel deliveries are complex and multi-faceted
and affect each party involved in the online shopping process. The main
problems identified by each group can be summarised as follows:
NI Consumers
Unaware of their rights - Many consumers are unaware of the rights and
responsibilities when shopping online. For example, over seven in 10 (72
per cent) NI consumers were unaware that they are entitled to a
statutory cooling off period of 14 days, when ordering items online1.
Experience of delivery problems – Just under two-thirds (64 per cent) of
shoppers in NI had experienced delivery problems in 2013. A further 39
per cent of consumers have abandoned an order because of delivery
restrictions or lack of delivery information2.
These results are supported by Ofcom’s 2013 Communications Market
Report, which found that 32 per cent of online shoppers in NI mentioned
concerns about high costs of delivery and 24 per cent mentioned
delivery not being available in their area. NI consumers were found to
have a higher level of concern than shoppers in other nations and the
average for the UK as a whole (25 per cent and six per cent respectively).
Online retailers
Delivery costs - Online retailers are under time and financial constraints.
The viability of their business can often depend on the ability of parcel
operators to deliver at low costs and in a convenient manner. Whilst
many, often larger retailers can negotiate favourable rates and choose
to offer standard delivery across the UK, sometimes absorbing this cost
themselves. Yet due to economies of scale, some smaller retailers have
less bargaining power to obtain significant discounts from parcel
operators and are unable to pass on more favourable delivery options to
their potential customers
Lack of awareness - Many smaller online retailers do not have the
awareness or expertise on the legislation governing online trading.
Particularly businesses, which are just starting out in the e-commerce
1

Millward Brown Ulster - Annual Mail and Post Office Satisfaction Survey (2014) for Consumer
Futures (Post) NI
2
Ibid
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market are often unaware of what their obligations are to consumers
and where they can go to for advice and support.
Retailers free to choose - Online retailers have the right to choose where
they supply their products or services. Therefore they are not compelled
to serve particular consumer groups or regions and may choose not to if
deemed commercially unviable or not within the retailer’s strategic
goals.
Delivery a vital component - Delivery is a vital component of the online
shopping experience. A good delivery experience encourages consumers
to purchase more goods from the online retailer. Almost seven in ten
(67 per cent) UK consumers would be likely to use an alternative retailer
next time, for the same goods, if they experienced a poor delivery
service3. Therefore, ensuring a consumer-driven delivery service is a
vitally important element of the online shopping process for retailers.
Is free delivery the norm? - Free or standard delivery has to some degree
become the expected norm for many consumers. However it is
considered by industry experts that as whilst “The market continues to
improve the level of visibility and flexibility in delivery solutions, [it] fails
to set the expectation with consumers that delivery comes at a cost.”4
Parcel operators
Competition - More for less? - Driven by consumer expectation and
competition, many retailers want more value for less cost. Therefore
parcel operators profit margins are being driven down, particularly as
further delivery options enter the market.
Unlike the regulated letters market, the parcel market remains largely
unregulated and growing competition exists in many formats from niche
to nation-wide operators. Many niche operators work in urban areas or
areas of high population density, where greater profits can be achieved.
Those nation-wide operators generally offer retailers’ zonal price
contracts to reflect the increased costs incurred for transportation.

3

MetaPack – Delivering Consumer Choice 2014
IMRG UK Consumer Home Delivery Review 2015 [Quote from Blackbay - the leading provider of
mobility enabled solutions for the Transport and Logistics Industry]
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Adapting to a changing market - Parcel operators have to adapt at a
significant rate to find appropriate responses to the changing delivery
expectations of their customers and peak delivery times such as
Black Friday and Cyber Monday when demand can quickly exceed
capacity
As well as increasing competition from other parcel operators, there is a
growing consumer appetite for collection options, such as click and
collect and reserve and collect. Last year over a quarter (27 per cent) of
all NI consumers have chosen a collection options to receive their online
order5.
Collection options are becoming more favourable for many of the larger
online retailers, particularly with a multi-store presence as it can reduce
costs, allow for better management of the customer experience, provide
for up-sell and cross-sell additional products and handle returns more
efficiently. Whilst this has created a threat to some parcel operators,
others have adapted their network structure and business model and
branched into this growing market with their Pick up Drop off (PUDO)
business model. For example Yodel (Collect +) and Hermes (myHermes).

The regulatory environment
The provision of good pre-purchase information allows consumers to
make the right delivery choice and avoid having to abandon their online
shopping basket due to a lack of appropriate or convenient delivery
options or high costs of delivery.
In 2014,several new initiatives where introduced to help alleviate some
of the issues facing consumers in the area of online shopping and parcel
deliveries.
In June 2014 the Consumer Contracts (Information, Cancellation and
Additional Charges) Regulations 2013, which transposed EU legislation
to enhance information and transparency in the area of online shopping,
was implemented. The legislation eliminates hidden charges and price
transparency for distance and off-premises contracts, provides better
5
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refund rights (e.g. reimbursement of delivery costs where applicable)
and clear information requirements concerning the costs of return
purchased items in case of a withdrawal.
Additionally, in July 2014 the Consumer Council in partnership with the
UK Department of Business, Innovation and Skills, and Citizens Advice
Service launched the Statement of Principles for parcel deliveries6, for
online retailers and parcel operators to help lessen the disadvantage
experienced by consumers in peripheral areas of the UK who are more
likely to experience delivery problems from online orders. Whilst not a
regulatory intervention it was seen as a voluntary code of practice which
could provide best practice guidelines for online retailers to follow.
Other relevant legislation includes:
EU Postal Services Directive 97/67/EC and Postal Services Directive
Each state within the European Union must ensure that users enjoy the
right to a universal service involving the provision of a postal service of
specified quality at all points in their territory at affordable prices and at
a uniform tariff. In the UK, Royal Mail is the designated provider of the
universal service, and offers this service to consumers and many small
businesses.
Outside of the universal service products, Royal Mail and other parcel
operators offer different products to large volume mailers. Often the
rates are lower and more competitive than the universal service
products, as they are not bound by the restrictions of uniform coverage
and tariffs. Due to the economic advantage many online retailers choose
to avail of these more cost effective postage rates, despite in some cases
it may mean posting to certain areas of the UK may be more expensive.
Consumer Protection from Unfair Trading Regulations 2008
The legislation prohibits unfair commercial practices. The prohibition
relates to commercial practices that contravene the requirements of
professional diligence, misleading actions, misleading omissions,
aggressive commercial practices and other specified commercial
practices.
6

www.consumercouncil.org.uk/filestore/documents/Statement_of_principles_for_parcel_deliveries.pdf
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Further work would need to be undertaken by the relevant authority to
explore if the actions and omissions of online retailers in relation to a
lack of clarity around delivery of goods can be determined as misleading.

Methodology
The Consumer Council carried out research7 in March 2015. In summary
compliance checks and order simulations were conducted with over 300
websites of online retailers, with comparisons drawn between the
service offered to NI and GB based consumers. The majority of the
online retailer sample frame was based on the Internet Retailing (IRUK)
Top 500 online retailers as well as a further smaller sample selected
randomly to reflect smaller online retailers and generate a more robust
approach.

Key findings
The purpose of the Consumer Council research was to uncover the level
and extent of delivery issues facing NI consumers when shopping online.
Delivery exclusion
The findings demonstrate that NI consumers can face more exclusion
and less delivery and collection options when they order online.
A third (33 per cent) of online retailers
apply delivery exclusions to NI
consumers. Exclusions can include
higher costs, longer delivery times, and
no delivery available.

Whilst this level of exclusion is similar to other peripheral areas of the
UK – Channel Island (42 percent), Isle of Man (38 per cent) and Scottish
Highlands and Islands (31 per cent) - it is ten times higher than any other
7

Perspective Insight Market Research (2015): Research into Online Parcel Services.
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nation of the UK mainland (Scotland 3 per cent, Wales 3 per cent and
England 1 per cent).

Small online retailers
The research found that smaller online retailers are more likely to apply
delivery exclusions with almost half (57 per cent) all small online
retailers surveyed claim to reduce delivery options for NI consumers.
This was anticipated as smaller online retailers do not have the same
bargaining power with parcel operators of larger online retailer.
The ‘BT’ postcode premium
Half (50 per cent) of online
retailers offer the same price for
delivery for both NI and GB
consumers. Those who charge a
differential price tend to do so at
substantial extra cost detailed below..
One in five online retailers indicate that delivery costs (20
per cent) and delivery times (18 per cent) will vary
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depending on location with the UK, and 17 per cent withdraw some
delivery options.
Offering free or standard (fixed) delivery costs across the UK is a
common marketing strategy for many online retailers. However, if this
offer does not apply to all areas of the UK and for example, excludes
peripheral areas then this information must be transparent and easily
accessible to consumers. Otherwise this action may be determined as
misleading and could potentially lead to legal action being taken against
the retailer.
The research found that a number of instances where despite free and
standard delivery being advertised, this was withdrawn when a NI
address was used for delivery at the checkout stage of placing the
online order.
Free Delivery was withdrawn in 4 per cent of online retailers. Where free
delivery is withdrawn sending a parcel to NI can cost an average of
£10.00 for delivery. Standard delivery is withdrawn by one in 10 retailers
(10 per cent) to NI and where standard delivery was withdrawn, delivery
costs could average up to an additional £2.71.

Flexible and convenient delivery solutions
As the demand for online shopping grows so does consumers desire to
have greater control over when and how they receive their purchase.
Therefore, many online retailers are offering faster delivery options,
such as delivery within a few hours, next day and nominated delivery as
well as collection options. However, when assessing the availability of
these more convenient delivery options the difference for NI consumers
11

is highlighted. Overall NI consumers are offered fewer delivery options
than their GB counterparts.

The research has found that NI consumers are much less
likely to be offered a next day delivery service than
consumers in GB. Over half (57 per cent) of retailers offer
this service to GB compared to only a third (37 per cent) to
NI.
Similarly, NI consumers are much less likely to be offered
Saturday delivery compared to GB consumers. Over one
in five (22 per cent) online retailers offer this to GB consumers
compared to 12 per cent to NI consumers.
With more than a quarter (27 per cent)8 of NI online shoppers
choosing to opt for a collection option, such as click and
collect or reserve and collect, it was useful to note that
over half of retailers offer a collection option. However,
some of these options did not have a presence near the
buyer’s location – therefore pick-up points can be an
unreasonable distance. For instance, in some cases the
nearest pick up points are located in Scotland.
Furthermore, one in 10 (10 per cent) of those retailers withdrew
collection options once the NI location was identified.
Legislative compliance
The research also uncovered some areas where online retailers are
failing to comply with the recent Consumer Contracts (Information,
Cancellation and Additional Charges) Regulations 2013. The Consumer
Contracts Regulations, which implements the Consumer Rights Directive
in UK law apply to items bought online, at a distance, or away from a
trader's premises (for example, at home or at work). They replace the
Distance Selling Regulations and Doorstep Selling Regulations. They also
make it an obligation for traders to give consumers certain information.

8
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The research found that on average it can take up to less than two clicks
to find the relevant pre-purchase delivery information. However, almost
one in five (18 per cent) retailers do not clarify delivery pricing
information prior to purchase, either by detailing the costs on their
website or by stating delivery prices are standard
across the UK.
One in ten (11 per cent) of all retailers do not provide
clarification on:
 What are the return costs?
 Who will pay for returns?
 Give the customer clarification of their right to
cancel?
One in five (22 per cent) retailers do not clarify that consumers have up
to 14 days cooling off period to return an item if they change their mind
about their purchase.

Recommendations
The Consumer Council is proposing a number of recommendations to
help address the issues in relation to online parcel deliveries. This will
require a multi-partnership approach with various stakeholders, both
industry and political, to achieve real impacts for consumers.
Political support
Similar issues exist for consumers in the Highland and Islands of
Scotland. Citizens Advice Service (CAS) has also undertaken similar
research and this work is due to be published in July 2015. The
Consumer Council is working closely with colleagues in CAS to explore
ways we can maximise the respective research findings.
The Consumer Council is aware the ETI Committee is interested in the
issue of online parcel surcharge and has indicated their propensity for
working in partnership with the Scottish Government to raise the profile
of this issue and seek solutions to the problems facing consumers. The
Consumer Council is happy to facilitate contact with the relevant
Scottish Executive Department and pursue their willingness to work in
partnership with the NI Executive on this issue.
13

Working with online retailers
Raise awareness – The research exposes that many, particularly smaller
retailers, are not providing consumers with the necessary pre-purchase
information required by recently introduced legislation. This is an area
which we will pursue further in partnership with other relevant business
stakeholders with a view of raising the awareness of business
responsibility.
Consumer standards – The Consumer Council will continue to work in
partnership with the other UK Consumer Advocacy bodies and explore
the possibility of developing a framework of Consumer Standards for
online retailers, to help improve and develop upon the visibility and
quality of the pre-purchasing information to benefit consumers.
Chartered Trading Standards Institute
The research uncovers non-compliance by a number of online retailers.
The majority of these retailers are smaller niche businesses that are
unlikely to have the same resource or expertise available to them as
larger retailers. Therefore the Consumer Council will be sharing the
findings with the Chartered Trading Standards Institute to explore
methods of how smaller businesses can become more aware of their
rights and responsibility under legislation.
Competition and Market Authority
There are a number of key concerns that need to be explored further to
determine if the issues uncovered by the research point to market
failure. These include:
 Difference or Detriment? – Are the additional costs and lack of
delivery options a detriment for consumers or simply a difference
due to their location in the UK? Is it reasonable to expect
consumers in peripheral or rural locations to pay more or have
fewer options? Or is this a further rural premium?
 Is competition driving real changes for all consumers?
 Is legislation addressing concerns adequately?
We will contact the Competition and Markets Authority to explore the
feasibility and the impact of undertaking a market investigation into
these concerns.
14
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