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Background and research objective

• The Consumer Council is a non-departmental public body (NDPB) established through the General Consumer Council 
(Northern Ireland) Order 1984. Its principal statutory duty is to promote and safeguard the interests of consumers in 
Northern Ireland (NI). The Consumer Council has specific statutory duties in relation to energy, postal services, transport, 
water and sewerage, and food affordability, which include considering consumer complaints and enquiries, carrying out 
research and educating and informing consumers.  

• To support the delivery of its duties, the Consumer Council undertakes research activities which provide insight into 
consumer issues in Northern Ireland. This insight forms the basis for future planning and strategic decision making.

• Cognisense was commissioned to administer a consumer insights survey, the objective of which was to acquire information 
on consumers in NI which can inform policy and representation activities. Where possible, the results from this survey have 
been compared with ‘pulse’ surveys conducted by the Consumer Council in November, September – October, and July 
2022.  
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Methodology and sample

• An online survey of 1,000 Northern Ireland consumers was conducted in February 2023.

• Quota controls were employed during fieldwork and weighting applied during data analysis to ensure that results were 
representative of the NI adult population in terms of sex, age, socio-economic group (SEG) and region.

• The questionnaire used for the survey was developed by the Consumer Council and included questions on consumer 
organisations, general consumer matters, utilities, scams, satisfaction with products and services, household finance, 
water, air travel and other consumer issues.

• Where significant differences by demographics have been identified, these have been tested at the 95% confidence level.   
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Scams



Q. Have you been targeted by a scam in the past three years?
Base: all respondents (n=1,000)

38%

53%

9%

Yes

No

Unsure

Targeted by a scam in the three years prior to the research
Almost two in five (38%) respondents had been targeted by a scam in the three years prior to the research.

• Males (42%) were more likely 
than females (34%) to have 
stated that they had been the 
target of a scam.

• Those aged 18-24 (17%) were 
more likely than older 
respondents to have stated that 
they were unsure if they had been 
targeted by a scam.
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Q. What was/were the method(s) used to scam you?
Base: all respondents targeted by a scam in the three years prior to the research (n=381)

Methods used to scam
Amongst those who had been targeted by a scam, email (63%), telephone call (54%), and text message (45%) were the most 
likely methods to have been used.

63%

54%

45%

17%

14%

13%

9%

3%

2%

1%

1%

1%

2%

Email

Telephone call

Text message

Social media

Fake website

WhatsApp

Fake online advertisement

Postal

Dating website or app

Doorstep

Fake newspaper advertisement

Hacked account

Other

• Those aged 65+ (67%) were 
more likely than younger 
respondents to have stated that 
they had been targeted by 
telephone call.

• Females (52%) were more likely 
than males (39%), and those 
aged 18-24 (60%) more likely 
than older respondents to have 
stated that they were targeted via 
text message.
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Q. Did you fall victim to the scam?
Base: all respondents targeted by a scam in the three years prior to the research (n=381)

18%

82%

Yes

No

Fell victim to the scam
Almost a fifth (18%) of those who had been targeted fell victim to the scam.

• Respondents with a disability 
(32%) were more likely than non-
disabled respondents to have 
stated that they had fallen victim 
to the scam.

• Those aged 65+ (90%) were 
more likely than younger 
respondents to have stated that 
they did not fall for the scam.
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Household Finances



53%

26%

22%

55%

54%

25%

29%

25%

17%

18%

22%

34%

52%

27%

27%

1%

10%

1%

2%

1%

As a household, we can keep up with all
bills and financial commitments without

any difficulty

As a household, our financial position will 
be better in twelve months’ time

As a household, our financial position is
better than it was twelve months ago

As a household, we always keep money
aside to cover emergencies like a broken
boiler or to replace a washing machine

As a household, we always have money 
saved for a ‘rainy day’

Agree Neutral Disagree Don't know

Q. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements …
Base: all respondents (n=1,000)

Feb-
23

Nov-
22

Sept-
Oct 22

Jul-
22

Net score 
(Agree minus disagree)

-30%

31% 12% 26% 32%

-62% -49% -49%

-8% -37% -36% -27%
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Financial position
Approaching three in five (55%) respondents agreed that their household always keeps money to cover emergencies, with 
similar numbers having agreed that their household always has money saved for a ‘rainy day’ (54%), and that their household 
can keep up with all of their financial commitments without any difficulty (53%). More than half (52%) of respondents disagreed 
that their household is better off financially than it was 12 months earlier, whilst around a third (34%) disagreed that the financial 
position of their household would be better in 12 months’ time.



Q. Your response to the previous question indicates that you are worse off as a household compared to last year. 
What factors do you attribute this to?
Base: all respondents who disagreed/strongly disagreed that their household is in a better financial position that it was 12 
months ago (n=527)

Reasons household is worse off financially than 12 months prior to the research
Amongst those who indicated that their household was worse off compared to the year before the research, the higher cost of 
living (94%), the increase in the cost of food and groceries (88%), and the increase in energy bills (88%) were the contributing 
factors most likely to have been cited.

94%
88%
88%

72%
62%

44%
32%

23%
14%

12%
7%
7%
6%

3%
1%
1%
1%

Higher cost of living

Increase in cost of food and groceries

Increase in energy bills

Increase in the cost of petrol or diesel

Increase in the cost of home heating oil

Wage/salary not keeping up with inflation

Effects related to EU exit or the Northern Ireland protocol

Effects related to Covid-19

Change in personal or household circumstances

National policies

Reduction in benefits

Reduction in hours worked or amount of business resulting in lower income

Job loss

Move to lower paying job

Maternity/paternity leave (self or partner) and/or a new child

Other

Don’t know

• Those aged 65+ were more likely 
than younger respondents to 
have been worse off as a result of 
the higher cost of living (100%), 
the increase in the cost of food 
(97%), and the increase in energy 
bills (98%). 

• Respondents from outside the 
greater Belfast area (75%) were 
more likely than those from within 
it (43%) to be have been worse 
off as a result of the increase in 
the cost of home heating oil.

• Those from a C2DE (10%) 
background were more likely than 
those from the ABC1 (3%) socio-
economic group to have been 
worse off because of a reduction 
in benefits.
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Q. In a typical month, after you have paid your mortgage/rent and all essential 
bills, how much money do you have left as a household?
Base: all respondents (n=1,000)

Amount left each month after mortgage/rent and all essential bills have been paid
For just over half (51%) of respondents, their household had less than £300 left in a typical month after covering their essential 
expenditure.

4%

12%
16%

19%
14%

17%

10% 8%9%

24%

17%
21%

13% 14%

7% 5%6%

22%
17%

22%

14% 16%

6% 4%5%

19% 21% 20%
15% 16%

6% 4%

Less than £0 (minus
funds)

£0-£50 £51-£150 £151-£300 £301-£500 More than £500 Don't know Prefer not to say

Feb-23 Nov-22 Sept-Oct 22 Jul-22

• Those from a C2DE (61%) background were more likely than those from the ABC1 (38%) socio-economic group, and those with a disability (68%) 
more likely than those without a disability to have had less than £300 left to spend in a typical month.

• Those aged 35-49 were more likely (8%) than those from other age groups to have less than £0 (minus funds) after essential expenditure. 

• Those aged 18-24 (37%) were more likely than older respondents to have stated that they do not know how much money they have left each 
month after their essential outgoings have been covered.
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Q. If you don’t have enough money to cover an unavoidable expense, how do you deal with this?
Base: all respondents (n=1,000)

34%

29%

20%

20%

17%

9%

8%

5%

6%

33%

27%

17%

19%

13%

12%

10%

5%

7%

36%

29%

22%

22%

21%

15%

9%

4%

10%

31%

32%

17%

25%

18%

14%

8%

3%

5%

I do without/don’t buy what I need

I make cutbacks elsewhere in my budget

I postpone the expense until I know I’ll have the money

I use a credit card

I borrow money from family or friends

I go into my overdraft

I miss the payment

I use a loan from a bank or credit union

Other

Feb-23 Nov-22 Sept-Oct 22 Jul-22

Dealing with not having enough money to cover unavoidable expenses
If they do not have enough money to cover an unavoidable expense, around a third (34%) stated that they do without, almost 
three in ten (29%) stated that they make cutbacks, a fifth (20%) stated that they postpone the expense until they have the 
money, whilst the same number (20%) stated that they use a credit card. 
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Shopping Habits



Q. Thinking of your purchases in the past year, please indicate on this scale [1-10: 1 = never shop online; 10 = all 
my shopping done online] how much of this shopping is done online? Base: all respondents (n=1,000)
Q. What products do you buy online? Base: all respondents who bought products online in the 12 months prior to the 
research (n=919)

16%

55%

20%

9%All/most shopping
done online (8-10)

Sometimes
shopped online (5-
7)
Rarely shopped
online (2-4)

Never shopped
online (1)

Online shopping
The vast majority (91%) of respondents did at least some shopping online in the 12 months prior to the research, with clothing 
and footwear (75%) the most likely products to have been purchased.

75%

59%

47%

37%

36%

33%

27%

22%

18%

13%

1%

1%

Clothing and footwear

Gifts

Electronics

Food/groceries

Entertainment products
Toiletries, personal grooming products or

make-up
Furniture or household items

Appliances

Pet products

Garden tools or plants

Car parts

Other

Products bought online
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64%

53%

52%

51%

46%

42%

36%

28%

14%

11%

11%

5%

Car insurance

Internet/broadband service

Food/groceries

Home insurance

Mobile phone network/tariff

Petrol/diesel

Home heating oil

Electricity

Borrowing money

Sending parcels/packages

Gas

None of the above

Q. Which of the following do you tend to shop around for to get the best product/price?
Base: all respondents (n=1,000)

Shopping around for the best product/price
Almost two-thirds (64%) of respondents stated that they shop around for car insurance, making it the most likely product for 
which shopping around is done.  

15



consumercouncil.org.uk

Consumer Problems and 
Complaints



17%
14%

10%
9%
9%

7%
6%
6%

5%
5%

4%
4%
4%

2%
2%
2%

1%
4%

49%

Broadband/landline and/or TV package

Postal services - receiving letters or parcels

Buying goods/services from online retailers

Energy - electricity

Postal services - sending letters or parcels

Buying goods/services from high street retailers

Energy - gas

Buying goods/services from online marketplaces or private sellers (e.g. Gumtree, Facebook Marketplace)

Mobile phone service

Public transport

Accessing cash (e.g., ATM/cashback availability)

Energy - home heating oil

Air travel

Accessing credit/loan

Private parking charges

Water and sewerage services

Ferry travel

Can’t remember

None of the above

Q. In the last 12 months, have you experienced problems with any of the following?
Base: all respondents (n=1,000)

Problems experienced in the 12 months prior to the research
Around half (47%) of respondents had experienced a consumer issue in the 12 months prior to the research.
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Q. If you had a problem with anything listed in the previous question, would you submit a complaint?
Base: all respondents (n=1,000)

51%

21%

27%Yes

No

Not sure

Submit a complaint if experienced a problem
Just over half (51%) of respondents stated that they would submit a complaint if they had a consumer issue, about a fifth (21%) 
stated that they would not, whilst around a quarter (27%) were unsure.

• Those living in Belfast (61%) were 
more likely than those living in 
other areas to have stated that 
they would submit a complaint if 
they experienced a consumer 
issue.

• Those aged 18-24 (31%) were 
more likely than older 
respondents to have stated that 
they would not make a complaint 
if they experienced a consumer 
problem.
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41%

32%

24%

22%

15%

15%

9%

5%

1%

2%

12%

It would be too much hassle

It would be pointless or a waste of time

I wouldn’t know who to complain to

I wouldn’t know how to make a complaint

The process would be too complicated

I’m not sure what my consumer rights are

I would be worried about the consequences

I would need support to make a complaint

The nature of the complaint

Other

Don't know

Q. What factors would prevent you from submitting a complaint?
Base: all respondents who would not submit a complaint or were not sure if they would do so (n=477)

Reasons for not submitting a complaint
Amongst those who stated that they would not submit a complaint or were not sure if they would do so, ‘it would be too much 
hassle’ (41%) and the feeling that it would be ‘pointless or a waste of time’ (32%) were the main reasons given for this being the 
case. Almost a quarter (24%) of respondents stated that they would not know to whom to make a complaint.

• Those aged 35-49 (54%) were 
more likely than those from other 
age groups to have stated that 
making a complaint would be ‘too 
much hassle’.

• Those aged 18-24 (35%) were 
more likely than older 
respondents to have stated that 
they would not know how to make 
a complaint.

• Females (15%) were more likely 
than males (2%), and 
respondents with a disability 
(23%) more likely than those 
without a disability to have stated 
that they would be worried about 
the consequences of making a 
complaint.
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Issues of Concern



17%

18%

20%

30%

41%

56%

66%

24%

18%

28%

19%

25%

24%

19%

32%

15%

29%

13%

23%

15%

10%

21%

31%

20%

25%

7%

3%

3%

6%

19%

3%

14%

4%

Delivery options/charges for
online products

Cost of getting a
loan/borrowing money

Product availability/selection in
shops

Mortgage/rent costs

Petrol and diesel prices

Food prices

Home energy prices

Very concerned Quite concerned A little concerned Not concerned Not sure

Q. Please rate your level of concern about the following …
Base: all respondents (n=1,000)
Note: any chart segment without a data label =1%

Issues of concern
Home energy prices (85%), food prices (80%), and petrol and diesel prices (67%) were the issues about which respondents 
were most likely to be concerned. Those from a C2DE background were more likely than those from the ABC1 socio-economic 
group to have stated that they were very concerned about home energy prices, food prices, and delivery options/charges for 
online products.  
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