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Evaluation of the 2015 pricing reforms for calls to non-geographic numbers

1. Overview
Ofcom evaluates past decisions to learn from them and improve future policy making. This is an
evaluation of our decision in December 2013 to make significant changes to the regulation of calls to
non-geographic numbers. The changes came into force in July 2015.
There were two parts to the changes:
a) making 080 numbers free from mobiles as well as landline telephones; and
b) introducing a new “unbundled tariff” structure for calls to 084, 087, 09 and 118
numbers. This involved two separate charges:
i)

an access charge from the caller’s communication provider; and

ii) a service charge from the service provider, i.e. the company providing the service
using the number (for example, a ticket booking agency or mail order company).

What we found
Some aspects of the reforms worked well. In particular:
• Overall, making 080 numbers free to callers from mobiles as well as fixed telephones appears to
have been successful in raising the proportion of calls to these numbers from mobiles, as we
expected. This allows service providers to offer free calls to all consumers and has particular
benefit for people who only have a mobile, and no landline.
• The unbundled tariff was expected to reduce disputes between originating and terminating
communications providers over terminating wholesale charges, and there have been no relevant
disputes to Ofcom since the introduction of the unbundled tariff. These disputes, and subsequent
appeals, had previously created significant costs and uncertainty for communications providers.
However, the unbundled tariff was not successful in delivering more important expected outcomes:
• Overall awareness and understanding does not appear to have significantly improved, especially
for 084 and 087 numbers.
• The price of calling 084 and 087 numbers increased and volumes were probably lower than they
would have been without the reforms. We had expected the unbundled tariff to lead to a
reduction in prices and for volumes to be higher than they otherwise would be. There was no
change in the gradually upward trend in 118 prices.
The lessons we take from this evaluation are set out in section 5 of this document.
Ofcom has already acted in respect to 118 numbers. In 2018 we imposed a price cap on the service
charge for directory enquiry calls, following a review in 2017.
Ofcom has also sought views on the future role of 084 and 087 numbers as a micropayment
mechanism and will be considering these views in the next stage of our review of the future of
telephone numbers. This evaluation of the previous regulatory changes will inform the forwardlooking review.
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2. Introduction and background
Ofcom’s evaluation programme
2.1

Ofcom is committed to evaluating the impact of its decisions on outcomes for consumers.
Understanding this is an important aspect of making sure we are delivering for people in
the UK. 1

2.2

We selected the 2015 non-geographic numbering reforms for evaluation because these
reforms were a significant intervention and we expected to be able to obtain robust and
meaningful results, including the possibility of drawing lessons for Ofcom’s future work.

2.3

This evaluation follows our first evaluation of the impact of our quality of service
obligations on Openreach’s service level performance published last year. 2

Overview of the non-geographic numbering reforms
2.4

In December 2013 Ofcom decided to make significant changes to the way callers paid for
some non-geographic numbers. 3 Non-geographic numbers are distinct from geographic
numbers that are linked to a particular location, i.e. numbers beginning 01 or 02.

2.5

There were two main components of the reforms:
a) 080 numbers were made free for the caller from all telephones. Prior to the reforms,
calls to 080 numbers were free to the caller when made from fixed lines, but the caller
was typically charged when calls were made from mobiles. 4
b) a new “unbundled tariff” structure for 084, 087, 09 and 118 calls. These numbers are
known as revenue sharing numbers. This means that some of the money from the
caller can flow through to the service provider (SP), i.e. the company providing the
service using the number (for example, a ticket booking agency or mail order
company), to cover or contribute towards their costs of providing the service.

2.6

The reforms did not make any changes to 03 numbers, which are non-geographic but are
not revenue sharing numbers. 5

Page 26, Ofcom’s plan of work 2021/22, 26 March 2021
Improving broadband and landline standards - A review of how Ofcom’s service quality rules have affected Openreach’s
service level performance, Ofcom, 6 May 2020.
3 Simplifying non-geographic numbers, Final statement, Ofcom, 12 December 2013. The 2013 Statement followed the
publication of our April 2013 policy position which set out in more detail our reasoning. There was subsequently a decision
to change the implementation date to 1 July 2015. Other documents related to the decision can be found here.
4 The work on simplifying non-geographic numbers also led to the Decision to withdraw 0500 telephone numbers in 2014.
0500 was a freephone number range with very low and declining use. We have not included this within the scope of our
evaluation as it was a separate decision.
5 03 numbers were introduced in 2007 to provide a basic rate telephone number range that did not have geographic
location significance. Calls to 03 numbers are charged at the same rate as geographic 01/02 numbers and must be included
in inclusive call allowances in the same way as geographic numbers. Revenue sharing is prohibited on the 03 range.
1
2
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We made 080 numbers free to all callers
2.7

When callers from mobiles had to pay for 080 calls, we were concerned there were various
harmful effects on consumers:
a) demand for 080 calls was suppressed;
b) the prices of 080 calls (specifically 080 mobile originated calls) were not set at efficient
levels;
c) SPs may be prevented from providing certain services on 080 numbers and may not
have sufficient incentives to invest in service availability and innovation; and
d) loss of access to socially important services on 080 numbers, particularly for vulnerable
customers. 6

2.8

As the reforms made 080 free for the caller from mobiles, the cost of originating 080 calls
was paid to the originating communications provider (CP) by the SP that was using the
number. This made it more costly for SPs to use 080 numbers.

We introduced an unbundled tariff for revenue sharing numbers
2.9

Before the reforms, we identified various market failures with the revenue sharing number
ranges, which applied particularly to the 084 and 087 number ranges: 7
a) lack of consumer price awareness: there was a widespread lack of consumer price
awareness leading to overestimation of the price of calls to certain numbers as well as
general consumer confusion about prices across the number ranges;
b) a vertical externality: SPs did not have sufficient control of the price paid by callers,
leading to retail prices that did not necessarily reflect the preferences of SPs; and
c) a horizontal externality: originating CPs and SPs did not take into account the effect
their behaviour had on consumers’ perceptions of calls made to these numbers from
other originating CPs and on calls to adjacent number ranges.

2.10

These market failures led to outcomes which harmed consumers:
a) as a result of uncertainty about price, consumers limited the number or duration of
calls made on these ranges in circumstances where they would benefit from making
more and/or longer calls;
b) the relative prices of calls to these number ranges did not reflect consumer
preferences;
c) SPs on these ranges lacked an incentive to invest in service availability and innovation;
and

6
7

Paragraph 4.9 of the 2013 Statement.
Paragraphs 3.6 and 3.7 of the 2013 Statement.
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d) consumers may have been unable to access or be deterred from accessing socially
important services on the 084 range, a particular concern in the case of vulnerable
consumers.
2.11

The reforms were also intended to reduce the scope for disputes between originating and
terminating CPs over wholesale charges relating to the numbers, in particular for the
termination rates for these numbers. 8

2.12

While the price to callers of calling revenue sharing numbers had been previously set by
the originating CP, our reforms separated the price the caller pays into two parts:
a) the access charge, which is set by and paid to the originating CP, and
b) the service charge, which is collected by the originating CP and then paid to the CP
which terminates the call. The terminating CP may then share some of the revenue
with the SP, to cover or contribute towards their costs of providing the service.

2.13

The flow of funds from the caller are shown below. The caller pays both the service charge
and access charge to the originating CP. The originating CP keeps the access charge and
pays the service charge to the terminating CP. The terminating CP will keep some of the
service charge and may pass part of it to the service provider.

Figure 2.1: Financial flows when calling a revenue share number

2.14

Each CP is required to have a single access charge for any tariff package, covering calls to
all unbundled numbers. It is set at a ‘pence per minute’ (ppm) rate. The access charge can
also be included within a bundle (and whether it was included in a bundle could vary by
number range). We placed various conditions on CPs to help inform consumers of the level
of the access charges, including a requirement to publish their access charges in all their
pricing information, advertising and relevant promotional material.

2.15

Each individual 084, 087, 09 and 118 number has a single service charge that applies to
calls to that number from all fixed and mobile phones. SPs are required to include the
service charge in any advertising to provide transparency to consumers on the cost of

The originating CP is the CP on whose network a call is made by a caller, and the terminating CP is the CP on whose
network the person being called is connected. The termination rate is the charge paid by the originating CP to the
terminating CP for the service of terminating the call.

8
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calling the number. 9 Our intention for the unbundled tariff was to allow callers to see
where the money they pay for making the call goes.
2.16

We also capped the service charge for 084, 087 and 09 numbers as follows: 10
a) 084 numbers are capped at 7 ppm or 7p per call (where the service charge is set
exclusively on a per call basis);
b) 087 numbers are capped at 13 ppm or 13p per call (where the service charge is set
exclusively on a per call basis);
c) 09 numbers are capped at £3.60 pm or £6 per call (where the service charge is set
exclusively on a per call basis).

2.17

These caps were not introduced to address weak competition between SPs. Rather, they
were introduced to allow consumers to gain an understanding of the potential price of
calling the different number ranges by protecting the identity of each range. 11

2.18

We did not cap the service charge for 118 numbers in the 2013 Statement. This was
because there was limited evidence of existing consumer protection concerns (such as
fraud) on this range and the unbundled tariff was expected to offer a solution to our price
transparency concerns on the range. We also considered the price publication obligations
we implemented would be effective in securing price transparency for this range. 12

2.19

This unbundled tariff structure allowed SPs to clearly advertise the service charge for
calling their numbers. Before the reforms, an SP’s advert might have said:
This call will cost you X pence per minute on a BT line, other landline providers may
vary and calls on mobiles may cost considerably more.

2.20

Unless the caller was using a BT line, this gave the caller little information about the price
of the call. After the reforms, the advert could say:
This call will cost you Y pence per minute plus your phone company’s access charge.

2.21

We expected the unbundled tariff to significantly improve consumer awareness of nongeographic call prices. 13 In particular:
a) the pricing messages would be simpler: it allowed SPs to advertise the service charge.
b) the simplified structure of the access charge would make it easier for consumers to
remember: the access charge applied to all non-geographic calls and was a single pence

Numbering Condition Binding Non-Providers, Ofcom.
The caps are shown here including VAT. Strictly, the caps were set excluding VAT and are only equal to these figures
when VAT is at 20%.
11 Paragraphs 9.58 and 9.81 of Part B of the April 2013 policy position.
12 Paragraph 1.26 of Part A of the April 2013 policy position and paragraphs 9.93 to 9.95 of Part B of the April 2013 policy
position.
13 Paragraph 3.14 of the 2013 Statement and paragraph 8.18 of Part B of the April 2013 policy position.
9

10

5

Evaluation of the 2015 pricing reforms for calls to non-geographic numbers

per minute figure, making it easier for consumers to remember and compare between
providers. 14
c) there would be a consistent structure applying to the various non-geographic number
ranges: the unbundled tariff applied to the 084, 087, 09 and 118 ranges. In addition,
the caps on the service charge for the 084, 087 and 09 number ranges would help
differentiate the identity of each number range.

Implementing the reforms was complex and costly
2.22

Ofcom allowed 18 months from its December 2013 Statement for implementation, due to
the complexity of the reforms. The new arrangements came into force on 1 July 2015.

2.23

Implementing the reforms required significant input from CPs and SPs, and from Ofcom.
We forecast the quantified one-off resource costs of making 080 free for the caller,
including from mobiles, to be £8.5m to £32.2m for the base case scenario, with no
additional on-going costs. 15 We forecast the one-off resource costs of implementing the
unbundled tariff to be £24.7m to £71.4m, with additional annual costs of £1.4m to £7.4m
per year. 16

In 2018 Ofcom capped the service charge for 118 (DQ) calls
2.24

We said in the 2013 Statement that we would monitor progress with these reforms. This
included monitoring the service charges for 118 numbers, noting the possibility of capping
them if there was evidence of consumer harm.

2.25

Through this monitoring we observed the rising price of calling 118 numbers and in May
2017 Ofcom launched a review. 17 This review resulted in Ofcom deciding to impose a cap
on the service charge for 118 numbers in November 2018, with the cap coming into force
on 1 April 2019. 18

We said that because consumers call non-geographic numbers less frequently than other numbers, they may not in all
cases be able to recall their access charge precisely. However, the simplified access charge structure means it is more likely
that they will recall its broad magnitude and it will also be easier for consumers to access information about the access
charge at the point of call. See paragraph 8.18 of Part B of the April 2013 policy position.
15 Table A1.5 of the 2013 Statement Annexes. The scenarios in the 2013 Statement varied depending on the assumption
made about the level of the mobile origination payment. The base case scenario assumed a range of 1.3ppm to 3ppm. The
actual mobile origination payment was subsequently set at 2ppm.
16 Paragraph 3.28 and Table 3.1 and also paragraph 3.54 of the 2013 Statement.
17 Telephone Review to Ensure Value for Callers, Ofcom, 12 May 2017.
18 Directory Enquiries (118) Review, Ofcom, 28 November 2018. The cap was set at £3.65 (inclusive of VAT) per 90 seconds.
14
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3. Summary of making 080 free to the caller
3.1

The first column in the table below summarises the expected outcomes from making 080
free from mobile. We expand on these and relate them to consumer benefits in Annex 1.

3.2

The second column summarises our findings. Making 080 free from mobile was successful
at raising the proportion of calls to these numbers from mobiles (row 1 below). This was a
key outcome for the intervention. When making this intervention, we identified the risk
that a significant number of SPs, and in particular providers of socially important services
(such as public health services, benefit payments services and utilities), could stop using
080 numbers. This was because it meant SPs had to pay for mobile origination. This could
have undermined the benefits. However, this risk did not materialise (rows 4 and 5). The
stakeholders we spoke to saw this intervention as successful.

3.3

But not all of our expectations were met to the extent we hoped. In particular, the overall
volume of calls to 080 did not rise (row 2) and consumer awareness of calls to 080 being
free remains low (row 3).
Expectation in 2013 Statement

Evaluation finding

1.The proportion of calls to 080 from
mobiles would rise significantly over
time, to be broadly in line with the
share of mobile for calls overall.

The share of calls to 080 from mobiles did rise
significantly over time, but is not yet at the same
level as the proportion for all calls. See summary
below, with more detail in paragraphs A3.4 to A3.12.

2.The overall volume of calls to 080
would rise as a result.

Contrary to our expectation, there was no significant
change in the overall volume of calls. See paragraphs
A3.13 to A3.16.

3.Callers would understand that calling
080 is now free from mobiles and from
fixed lines.

There is some awareness that calls to 080 are free
from mobiles as well as fixed lines, but this remains
low. Awareness that calls to 080 from fixed lines are
free has not increased. See summary below, with
more detail in paragraphs A3.17 to A3.23.

4.The reduction in the number of service
providers using the 080 number range
as a result of the reforms would fall and
lie within the range 8% to 19%.

The number of SPs using 080 numbers fell by 16%
between September 2014 and June 2016, which is
within the range expected. See paragraphs A3.24 to
A3.25.

5.There would be no significant migration
away from using 080 numbers by
socially important services.

73% of socially important services still operating
continued to use 080 numbers. The remainder used
03 or geographic numbers. See paragraphs A3.26 to
A3.28.

6.There would be no unintended
consequences of making 080 free to
the caller.

We have not identified any unintended
consequences, though the response to the reforms
was slower than expected.
7
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3.4

Our full evaluation of making 080 free from mobile is set out in Annex 3, which covers each
of the rows above in detail. Here we expand on our findings relating to the proportion of
calls to 080 from mobiles (row 1) and caller understanding that 080 is free (row 3).

The proportion of calls to 080 from mobiles increased
3.5

We expected the share of 080 calls from mobiles to rise significantly as a result of making
calling 080 free from mobiles. We expected mobile originated calls to represent 55%-60%
of calls to 080. This was based on the proportion of all voice calls from mobiles at the time.
While we did not specify when we expected it to reach this level, we implied it would be a
quick adjustment.

3.6

For CPs on which we have consistent data, there was a statistically significant increase in
the proportion of 080 calls from mobiles in the quarter immediately after the reforms (Q3
2015). The proportion then carried on increasing. It rose from 12% before the reforms to
26% a year after the reforms and had reached 56% by Q2 2020.

3.7

However, the proportion of all voice calls made from mobiles has also continued to rise
over time to 80% in Q2 2020. As such, the proportion of calls from mobiles to 080 today
remains below the proportion of all voice calls which are made from mobiles – and so the
response to the reforms was slower than we anticipated. This is shown in Figure 3.1 below.

Figure 3.1 Proportion of calls from mobiles

There is a three-year gap, between Q3 2016 to Q2 2019, when we do not have data. See Annex 2 for more
details on the information and data sources used.
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Caller understanding that 080 is free remains low
3.8

We expected that making 080 free from mobiles would result in better overall awareness
that the 080 number range was free to call from both mobiles (as a result of our reform)
and landlines. Although calling 080 was already free from landlines, we anticipated that
making it free from mobiles would make it easier to communicate to consumers that 080
was free from fixed lines as well.

3.9

While the increase in the ratio of calls from mobiles suggests there was some increase in
understanding that calls from mobiles to 080 are free, this does not mean that all or even
most consumers are aware of this. Consumer survey evidence suggests that consumer
understanding remains low.

3.10

At the time of the reforms, Ofcom undertook a five-month consumer information
campaign, supported by industry – called ‘UK Calling’ – to raise awareness of the changes.
By the time UK Calling had concluded in August 2015, 26% of the adult population were
aware that 080 numbers would be free to call when not prompted about the changes,
rising to 47% when they were. 19

3.11

However, our findings suggest that this level of awareness was not sustained:
a) around a year later in October 2016, awareness that 080 numbers were free to call
from mobiles had fallen to 14%. By 2021, the proportion of consumers who don’t
believe there would be an additional charge to call 080 from mobiles had increased,
but to only 18%. 20 This is in line with awareness that 080 is free to call from landlines,
but both remain low.
b) the reforms did not increase consumer awareness that 080 calls are free from
landlines.
c) awareness among consumers that 080 is free to call from both mobiles and landlines is
low, at one in ten consumers - meaning only half of respondents who knew calls to 080
were free from landline knew they were free from mobile too. In addition, consumers’
estimates of the price of calling an 080 number has increased both for mobile calls
(from 20ppm in 2016 to 64ppm in 2021) and for landline calls (13ppm to 45ppm).

For the unprompted question in the survey, respondents were asked what pricing changes they were aware of. Later in
the survey they were given a list of the pricing changes and asked if they were aware of them. For the results see pages 48,
76-77 of UK Calling Research data tables
20 This included respondents who believed that calls to 080 were free from mobile and those who believed the cost would
be included in their package.
19
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4. Unbundled tariff summary
4.1

The first column of the table below sets out the main ways we expected the unbundled
tariff to benefit consumers. This is explained in Annex 1. The second column then sets out
our findings.

4.2

We find that the unbundled tariff was not successful in delivering most of the expected
outcomes. In particular, it does not appear to have significantly improved consumer
awareness and understanding (row 1), and 084 and 087 prices rose due to the reforms
(row 3). The main success was that there have been no relevant disputes to Ofcom since
the introduction of the unbundled tariff (row 4). Previously these disputes, and subsequent
appeals, had created significant costs and uncertainty for CPs.
Expectation in 2013 Statement

Evaluation finding

1.There would be a significant
improvement in consumer awareness
and understanding of the price of calling
084, 087, 09 and 118.

Consumers’ awareness and understanding does
not appear to have significantly improved,
especially for 084 and 087 numbers. See
summary below, with more detail in paragraphs
A5.3 to A5.52.

2.Volumes of 084 and 087 calls would
increase compared to the counterfactual.

Contrary to expectations, volumes of 084 and 087
calls did not increase compared to the
counterfactual. Rather, volumes were probably
lower than they would have been without the
reforms. See paragraphs A5.53 to A5.65.

3.Prices callers pay for 084, 087, 09 and
118 calls would be lower, or at least no
higher.

Contrary to expectations, the price of calling 084
and 087 jumped up with the reforms. There was
no clear effect on 09 prices and no change in the
gradually upward trend in 118 prices. See
summary below, with more detail in paragraphs
A5.66 to A5.89.

4.The unbundled tariff would reduce the
number of termination rate disputes for
non-geographic numbers.

There have been no termination rates disputes
for non-geographic numbers since the
introduction of the unbundled tariff. See
paragraphs A5.90 to A5.93.

5.The unbundled tariff would allow SPs to
innovate and develop new services on
084, 087 and 09 and 118 numbers.

We have not found evidence of the unbundled
tariff leading to new services. See paragraphs
A5.94 to A5.96.

6.There would be no unintended
consequences of the unbundled tariff.

Prices for 084 and 087 rose significantly. See
paragraphs A5.97 to A5.103.

10
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4.3

Our full evaluation in Annex 5 covers each of the rows above. In this section we expand on
the two most significant findings, namely the impact on consumer awareness (row 1) and
the impact on prices for 084 and 087 (row 3). Before doing that, we first explain the
external events that contributed to the reduction in volumes of 084 and 087 calls
independently of the reforms we are evaluating.

Volumes of 084 and 087 calls fell substantially
4.4

While there had been a long-standing decline in the volumes of calls to 084 and 087
numbers (including from the use of the internet in substitution for some of the relevant
services), this reduction accelerated from 2014. This was not foreseen in the 2013
statement. As described in more detail in Annex 4, this was largely due to significant
Government policy and legal changes that were independent of the reforms we are
evaluating. In particular:
a) at the same time as our statement, in December 2013, the Cabinet Office issued
guidance that 01, 02 and 03 should be the default numbers for public bodies;
b) Government regulations came into force in June 2014 requiring that most traders must
not use numbers that include a premium (including 084, 087 and 09 numbers) when
providing post-sales helplines dealing with consumer complaints or questions; and
c) soon after the July 2015 reforms came into effect, the Financial Conduct Authority
decided that similar rules should apply to financial service companies.

4.5

Figure 4.1 below shows the decline in 084 and 087 call volumes. We do not have data for
all CPs, so these volumes do not represent the whole industry. However, they capture the
majority of volumes and we expect the pattern to be the same for the whole industry.

Figure 4.1: Volumes of 084 and 087 calls

11
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Consumers’ awareness and understanding does not appear to have
significantly improved, especially for 084 and 087 numbers
4.6

Most of the expected benefits of the unbundled tariff stemmed from an expected
significant improvement in consumer awareness of the price of calling non-geographic
numbers. This is therefore an important issue for the evaluation.

4.7

More judgement is required compared to some of the other factors we evaluate, as there
is no simple way to test how consumer awareness and understanding changed over time.
We also recognise that an increase in consumer awareness and understanding was made
more difficult due to the sharp reduction in the use of 084 and 087 from 2014 due to
factors independent of our reforms.

4.8

The information we rely on in concluding that awareness and understanding does not
appear to have significantly improved, especially for 084 and 087 numbers, is as follows:
a) We carried out quantitative research in 2016 and 2021. 21 Between 2016 and 2021
there was an increase in awareness of the terms “access charge” (24% to 47%), and
“service charge” (38% to 57%). However, only about half of respondents who are
aware of the terms know what they mean. This means that in 2021 less than a quarter
of people understand what the access charge means. This year we also asked about
understanding of the price of a call after hearing a typical explanation of the unbundled
tariff, and only one third of respondents were confident they understood the price
after hearing it. 22
b) Qualitative research in 2018 suggests consumers have a poor understanding of access
charges and of the price of calling 084 and 087 numbers. 23 Very few participants were
aware of their provider’s access charge and, when they considered it, many assumed
that ‘access’ meant a one-off charge. Participants were more accepting and
understanding of 09 numbers: many respondents either ‘overlooked’ or accepted the
access charge element. This may be because the access charge is typically a much
smaller component of the total price for an 09 call compared to an 084 or 087 call.
c) Bill shock complaints to Ofcom about calls to 084 numbers jumped up sharply in Q3
2015 and it is clear from the complaints that this is due to the introduction of the
unbundled tariff. However, they then declined rapidly over the next year, though the
rate of complaints (after adjusting for the steep decline in the volume of 084 calls)
remained considerably higher than before the reforms. While higher bill shock suggests
that the reforms did not significantly improve consumers’ awareness, we cannot place
too much weight on this alone. This is because the absolute number of bill shock
complaints to Ofcom is low and because there are other factors affecting the numbers
that we cannot control for.

See paragraph A2.5
We asked respondents if they recognised and felt confident that they understood the following: “Calls to 0845 numbers
will cost 7 pence per minute plus your phone company’s access charge”?
23 See paragraph A2.6.
21
22
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d) Stakeholders’ views on whether consumers’ understanding improved varied, but in
general did not suggest a significant improvement. Even for stakeholders who thought
understanding had improved, some thought that there were still problems with
consumer understanding of the access charge. Other stakeholders thought the
unbundled tariff had not helped consumer understanding or even made it worse. The
access charge was perceived to be particularly problematic, especially for calls where
the service charge was low relative to the access charge, such as 084 and 087.
e) There is no evidence of the strong competitive pressure on the origination/access
charges that was expected to result from an improvement in consumer awareness.

The price of calling 084 and 087 jumped up with the reforms
4.9

Most 084 and 087 calls are outside inclusive call bundles. We have consistent data on the
average revenues per minute of 084 and 087 calls for six CPs. For all six CPs, there was an
immediate and large increase in the amount charged for originating 084 and 087 numbers
when the reforms were introduced. The exact scale of the increase varied considerably
between the CPs. Prices continued to rise in later quarters.

4.10

For these six CPs, the average total prices for 084 and 087 calls for the four quarters after
the reforms was around 70% higher than before the reforms. 24 This is shown in Figure 4.2
below, which separately shows the charge for originating the call (corresponding to the
access charge after the reforms) and the charge for terminating the call (corresponding to
the service charge after the reforms).

Figure 4.2 Average revenue per minute for 084 and 087 calls for the six CPs for which have data

Reform implemented

4.11

24

While Figure 4.2 does not capture all CPs, these six CPs accounted for 63% of mobile
subscribers and 75% of fixed subscribers in Q2 2016. The general pattern of an immediate

Prices are shown in nominal term.
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and large increase in price when the unbundled tariff was introduced is consistent with
other sources, including what stakeholders told us and press reports at the time. 25
4.12

Some of the contributing factors to the rise in the price of 084 and 087 include the
requirement to have a single access charge for all 084, 087, 09 and 118 numbers and
relaxing some retail constraints on BT as a direct result of introducing the unbundled tariff.
However, these contributory factors do not explain all the increase. We do not know for
certain why the prices rose as much as they did when the unbundled tariff was introduced.

Possible size of impact of higher 084 and 087 prices on consumer bills
4.13

If this increase in price were representative of the industry as a whole, it would mean that
the increase in the average monthly bill due to the rise in 084 and 087 prices would be
around 15p per subscription at mid-2016. This is an average, applying to both fixed and
mobile subscriptions. It compares to average monthly spend for a fixed line (usually
including broadband and voice) of £35 and for a mobile subscription of £15 in 2016.
Moreover, the impact would have fallen over time, as the decline in volumes outweighs
further access charge increases.

4.14

This is also an upper bound of the impact on consumers. Firstly, we may expect there to be
some ‘waterbed effect’. That is, competition between CPs may mean that some of the
higher profits made from 084 and 087 calls are competed away through lower prices for
other aspects of telecoms packages. Secondly, it is possible that the unbundled tariff acted
as a catalyst for other effects and may merely have brought forward price increases that
would have happened anyway at a later date.

25

For example, see Money Saving Expert article of 30 June 2015 and Which? article of 30 October 2015.
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5. Lessons learnt
5.1

We learnt the following lessons from this evaluation.
It is difficult for consumers to
understand and engage in exploring
prices for services they use
infrequently and where the pricing
structure is unfamiliar

Consumers struggle to understand the total price of
making a call to a revenue share number and do not
know their access charge. This is not so surprising
given the large reduction in calls to these numbers.
Growth of consumer awareness that 080 was free
from mobiles was slower than we anticipated. There
remains confusion between 080 and 084/087
numbers suggesting they are too similar in format
for some consumers despite very different
approaches to pricing.

In light of this, consumers’
behavioural biases should be
considered more closely when
developing consumer facing policy,
and remedies tested as appropriate

The unbundled tariff is not as easy to understand as
we anticipated, and the term “access charge” is
widely misunderstood. Though some lab testing of
the unbundled tariff was done, this was relatively
limited.

Where decisions involve substantial
risks, we should monitor those risks
and take timely remedial action if
necessary

We recognised the unbundled tariff had risks and set
out in the 2013 statement various factors we would
monitor. This included monitoring the 118 service
charge and the access charge, given that we had
decided not to impose caps on them. Both charges
subsequently rose significantly. For the 118 service
charge, this led to us intervening to impose a cap. In
contrast, while we also monitored the access charge,
we have not to date intervened on its level.

We should plan in advance how
policies can be effectively and
timely evaluated

We selected the 2015 non-geographic numbering
reforms to evaluate partly because there was
sufficient information to do this. However, even for
this evaluation, the quantity of available data and
the quality of the data was not as good as it could
have been.

Where there is the potential for
large changes in the environment in
which our regulation takes place,
we need to ensure we stay
informed, are adaptive to change
and address the potential impact of
intervening factors

The large decline in 084 and 087 call volumes, due
partly to the implementation of the 2011 Consumer
Rights Directive and the Cabinet Office guidance,
weakened the case for introducing the unbundled
tariff. If this could have been foreseen when the
decision was made in late 2013, it may have changed
the assessment of options.

When making large changes to
existing arrangements, outcomes
can be difficult to predict

While not all outcomes can be anticipated, the scale
and direction of some impacts of the unbundled
tariff were quite different to those expected. Prices
for 084 and 087 jumped up with the reforms. This
15
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led to a sharp rise in bill shock. Volumes of 084 and
087 probably fell compared to what they would have
been otherwise rather than being higher.
In contrast, there were no unintended consequences
from making 080 free for mobile, despite that also
being a large change to existing arrangements. We
had identified a specific risk with making 080 free
from mobile, which did not materialise.
5.2

These lessons will inform our future policy making both in general and specifically in
relation to telephony. We are already taking various steps that are consistent with these
lessons. Our 2021/22 Plan of Work includes strengthening our skills, including our
understanding of the commercial priorities and incentives of the businesses and markets
we regulate as well as setting upfront frameworks for review for our future policies. 26 This
will reduce the risk of outcomes that are quite different to what we expected.

5.3

We have strengthened Ofcom’s own ability to assess consumer behaviour. This includes
establishing a Behavioural Insights Hub that brings together specialists from across Ofcom
to deepen our understanding of how people make decisions. We are also taking steps to
improve how we evaluate projects and the data collection to support this. In our Plan of
Work we emphasise the importance of articulating the consumer outcomes we would like
to achieve and give indicative measures that will help us to assess how well our actions
have supported positive outcomes for consumers. 27

5.4

Finally, we are looking at the role for 084 and 087 numbers in the future. In April 2019, we
published a consultation on the future of telephone numbers, covering both geographic
and non-geographic numbering. 28 We said we would consider what the role of 084 and 087
numbers as a micropayment mechanism should be in the future.

5.5

In April 2021, we published a second consultation on the future of telephone numbers. 29
This focused on proposals for geographic numbering and revenue sharing with calling
parties, and included a summary of responses to the April 2019 consultation on the role of
084 and 087. In the next stage of that work, we will reflect the conclusions of this
evaluation together with other analysis and evidence. If that review finds that regulatory
changes are needed to promote consumer confidence and address any concerns regarding
the future role of 084 and 087 numbers, we will publish a consultation on our proposals.

See page 27 of Ofcom’s plan of work 2021/22
See section 4 of Ofcom’s plan of work 2021/22
28 Future of telephone numbers: first consultation, Ofcom, 11 April 2019.
29 Future of telephone numbers: second consultation, Ofcom, 23 April 2021.
26
27
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A1. Expectations for assessment
A1.1

In this annex we set out how, in our 2013 decision, we expected the reforms to benefit
consumers. We do this separately for the two components of the reforms, that is, making
080 calls free to the caller and the unbundled tariff. 30

Making 080 calls free to the caller including from mobiles
A1.2

We expected making 080 free from mobiles to result in better overall awareness that the
080 number range was free to call from both mobiles (as a result of our reform) and from
landlines. Although calling 080 was already free from landlines, we found there was
consumer confusion about this because calling 080 from mobile was not free. 31 We
expected awareness to improve partly as a result of SPs being able to advertise this clearly
after our reforms. This would reduce the harm arising from confusion and lack of
confidence in 080 call prices. We expected this increased awareness would lead to greater
use of calling 080 – both from mobiles and overall.

A1.3

We expected mobile originated calls to rise significantly as a share of 080 originated calls.
Only 5% of all calls to 080 numbers originated from mobiles in 2009. 32 We expected the
reforms would lead to mobile originated calls to represent 55%-60% of all calls to 080
numbers, reflecting expectations of the share of all voice calls originated from mobile. 33
While we did not come to a specific conclusion on the time it would take to reach a stable
split between mobile and fixed calls, we noted a number of reasons which suggested it
may be relatively quick, and we expected the proportion to stabilise in the medium-term. 34

A1.4

The effect on the overall volume of calls to 080 was more uncertain, as we anticipated
effects working in both directions – depending on the response of consumers and SPs. On
balance, we said it was likely the volume of calls to 080 would increase: 35
a) Consumer demand for calling a given 080 number was expected to rise, both as a result
of the reduction in price of calling from mobile (to zero), and due to the additional
benefit from having a single free price point of calling from fixed and mobile phones,
allowing simpler messaging to consumers and hence increased consumer awareness.

There were a few services which were already also free from mobiles, where the service provider had negotiated this
with the originating mobile CP, such as for the Department for Work and Pension’s helplines.
31 We referred to this as a horizontal externality. See paragraph 4.8 of the 2013 Statement.
32 Paragraph 12.62 of Part C of the 2013 policy position.
33 The lower figure represented roughly the share of all voice calls originated from mobile at the time of the 2013
Statement and the upper figure reflected the highest share for mobile of all voice calls estimated to be the case by mid2015. See paragraph 4.48 of the 2013 Statement and A5.327 of the 2013 Statement Annexes.
34 Paragraph A5.332 of the 2013 Statement Annexes.
35 Paragraph 4.12 of the 2013 Statement.
30

17

Evaluation of the 2015 pricing reforms for calls to non-geographic numbers

b) There were mixed incentives for SPs to continue to use the 080 number range
following the reform – but overall we expected a reduction in the number of SPs
offering services in the 080 number range. SPs would now pay the mobile origination
costs of these calls, which could lead to some SPs migrating away from 080. On the
other hand, improved consumer confidence in 080 numbers and lower mobile call
prices was likely to increase the attractiveness of the 080 range for SPs, and a
significant proportion of SPs had said that they would like to be able to offer 080
numbers that were genuinely free to the caller. The base case scenario in our 2013
Statement assumed that migration by SPs away from 080 numbers would be between
8% and 19%. 36
A1.5

We also noted the reform could have a particular benefit to vulnerable consumers by
improving access to socially important services (such as public health services, benefit
payments services and utilities) as a result of being free. 37 This benefit would be
particularly so for vulnerable consumers who only have access to a mobile phone. 38

A1.6

We identified a risk to these benefits if socially important services did not continue to use
the 080 range. We recognised that while our evidence suggested that SPs providing socially
important services were more likely to consider it ‘very important’ that their 080 numbers
were made free-to-caller, some may find it difficult to absorb paying the mobile origination
charges and may choose to migrate, cease their service altogether or adopt other cost
mitigation strategies to the detriment of socially important service availability. 39 However,
overall we considered that migration away from the range would be limited. 40

A1.7

In the 2013 Statement we also described the possible effects of tariff rebalancing as a
result of a change in the profits that CPs made from 080 calls. We considered that the
impact of the 080 reforms could be positive or negative for mobile CPs’ profits, and hence
any tariff rebalancing could be positive or negative in terms of the impact on other mobile
charges. This depended partly on the level of the mobile origination charge that
terminating CPs would need to pay to mobile originating CPs, which would in turn be paid
by SPs. 41 We also expected the 080 reforms to reduce fixed CPs’ profits, partly as a result of
fixed to mobile substitution for 080 calls, which could lead to an increase in other fixed
charges to consumers. We have not assessed tariff rebalancing as we do not consider it
central to judging the success of making 080 free to caller and estimating such an effect is
likely to be too difficult with any degree of confidence.

See paragraph 4.56 of the 2013 Statement, and Tables A1.3 and Tables A1.4 of the 2013 Statement Annexes. We had
previously noted that this could rise to 28% - 36% with higher mobile origination charges - see for example paragraph 4.22
of the 2013 Statement.
37 Socially important services can include Government services, utility providers (e.g. gas, electricity and telephony
providers), charities and not-for-profit services. Our evidence indicated that up to 30% of services on the 080 range could
fall within our definition of ‘socially important’ – although some of these were already free-to-caller. See footnote 73, page
39 of the 2013 Statement and paragraph 3.38 of Part A of the April 2013 policy position.
38 See paragraph 4.82d of the 2013 Statement.
39 See paragraphs 4.24 – 4.26 of the 2013 Statement.
40 See paragraphs 1.18 and 4.24 – 4.26 of the 2013 Statement.
41 Paragraph 4.56 of the 2013 Statement.
36
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A1.8

As well as looking at the benefits, we would ideally like to consider how the
implementation costs of making 080 free to the caller compared to those expected. We
have not done so because it would require significant information on costs from SPs about
changes that occurred more than five years ago. We also believe it is unlikely that we could
be very definitive about the level of actual costs. 42 We do assess whether the proportion of
service providers migrating away from the range was as expected, which was one factor
affecting most of the costs.

A1.9

We recognised that making 080 free to the caller would prompt changes in the wholesale
arrangements between originating and terminating CPs. The new arrangements involve
the terminating CP paying the mobile originating CP for originating 080 calls. Ultimately
this payment for originating 080 calls will be passed through to the SP. We took various
steps to ensure the smooth introduction of these new arrangements. These included
setting out guidance on how we would assess a dispute over the mobile origination charge.
As anticipated, such a dispute was brought to Ofcom and was settled in line with the
guidance in August 2014, in advance of the new arrangements coming into effect in July
2015. 43

A1.10

We have therefore evaluated making 080 calls free by considering the expectations in the
table below.

Expectations to evaluate for making 080 calls free
Expectation in 2013 Statement
1. The proportion of calls to 080 from mobiles would rise significantly over time, to be
broadly in line with the share of mobile for calls overall.
2.The overall volume of calls to 080 would rise as a result.
3.Callers would understand that calling 080 is now free from mobiles and from fixed lines.
4.The reduction in the number of service providers using the 080 number range as a result
of the reforms would fall and lie within the range 8% to 19%.
5.There would be no significant migration away from using 080 numbers by socially
important services.
6.There would be no unintended consequences of making 080 free to the caller.

The single largest cost related to the migration costs of SPs that chose not to continue with 080. This is likely to vary very
considerably between SPs and it is likely to be hard to distinguish the incremental costs related to this from those costs
that would have been incurred anyway. The second largest cost related to consumer time on misdialling when calling those
SPs that moved away from 080. There is no obvious way of gathering reliable information on that.
43 Dispute between BT and each of Vodafone, Telefónica and Three relating to forward looking call origination charges for
080 numbers, Ofcom, 21 August 2014, and Update in relation to mobile call origination charges for 080 numbers, Ofcom,
25 March 2015.
42

19

Evaluation of the 2015 pricing reforms for calls to non-geographic numbers

The unbundled tariff
We expected a significant improvement in consumer awareness of prices to
lead to various benefits for consumers
A1.11

Figure A1.1 sets out how we expected the unbundled tariff to benefit consumers. There
were various effects, all of which stemmed from the expectation that callers would be
more aware of the price of calling 084, 087, 09 and 118 numbers.

Figure A1.1: How the unbundled tariff was expected to affect consumers

A1.12

We expected callers being better informed to lead to an increase in demand for 084 and
087 numbers compared to the counterfactual. 44 This was partly because we believed that
lack of pricing information suppressed demand, and also because for 084 and 087 numbers
callers tended to overestimate the price. 45

A1.13

We did not make a specific forecast for how much demand might increase. Rather, we
considered how much demand would need to increase such that the benefits to residential
consumers of the unbundled tariff outweighed the forecast resource costs of introducing

Paragraphs 3.18-3.19 and 3.32-3.34 of the 2013 Statement.
For example, Table 4.3 of Part A of the 2013 policy position reports price overestimation from the 2009 Consumer
survey. For example, this table shows that for 0845 calls, the mean of consumers’ expected prices (30ppm from fixed and
46ppm for mobile calls) and the median (18ppm from fixed and 38ppm for mobile calls) were well above the actual mean
prices (5ppm for fixed calls and 22ppm for mobile calls). See also paragraphs 4.42 and 4.47, of Part A of the 2013 policy
position and paragraphs 8.25-8.27 of Part B of the 2013 policy position.
44
45
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it. We said that an increase in demand of less than 1% compared to what demand would
otherwise be would be sufficient for the benefits to outweigh the resource cost. We said it
was plausible that the unbundled tariff would increase demand by this amount. 46
A1.14

While we expected the overall volumes of 084 and 087 calls to be higher than in the
counterfactual, we identified one effect which we expected to tend to reduce volumes. We
expected that the service charge would be more visible and that this could lead some SPs
to stop using those numbers (or select a low service charge). This was because those SPs
would not wish to be perceived as earning revenue from calls, especially for those
operating socially important services. 47 However, it was not an objective of introducing the
unbundled tariff to disincentivise organisations from using revenue share numbers. 48

A1.15

Due to increased transparency, we expected increased competitive pressure on the access
charge and also, for most services, on the service charge. As a result of this, we considered
the unbundled tariff was likely to reduce prices. In any event, we expected prices that were
overall more likely to reflect consumer preferences. We did not consider it likely that prices
would rise on average, and that if this happened on a sustained basis, it would indicate
that the unbundled tariff may have made some of the problems worse, not better. 49

A1.16

Because we expected the unbundled tariff to significantly improve consumer awareness of
non-geographic call prices, we expected there to be less bill shock as a result of the
reforms. However, we did not see this as a major benefit. This was because we had found
that bill shock was not a significant problem for non-geographic numbers. 50

A1.17

We expected the unbundled tariff to give SPs greater control over the service charge and
the ability to advertise this price clearly to customers. We considered this would allow SPs
to innovate and develop new services. 51

A1.18

Another expected benefit of the unbundled tariff was that it would reduce the level of
disputes between originating communications provider and terminating communications
provider over termination payments. This was because the service charge and the access
charge would each be set independently, reducing the scope for disagreement. These
disputes, and subsequent protracted litigation, created significant costs for CPs, as well as
uncertainty over revenues both for CPs and SPs. 52

A1.19

Figure A1.1 above does not include all the effects we anticipated. We expected increased
volumes to increase the incremental profits that originating communication providers
make from revenue sharing numbers. We anticipated that a proportion of these additional
profits were likely to be passed onto residential consumers in the form of lower prices for

Paragraph 8.78 of Part B of the 2013 policy position.
Paragraphs 8.22 and 8.32 of Part B of the 2013 policy position.
48 Paragraph A5.466 of the 2013 Statement Annexes and Paragraph 8.33 of Part B of the 2013 policy position.
49 Paragraph 8.24 of Part B of the 2013 policy position and A19.91, A19.98 and A19.104 of Annex 19 to the 2013 policy
position.
50 Paragraph 4.55 of Part A of the 2012 Consultation.
51 Paragraphs 8.28 and 8.56 of Part B of the 2013 policy position.
52 Paragraph 3.22 of the 2013 Statement and paragraph 8.36 of Part B of the 2013 policy position.
46
47
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other telecoms services as a result of tariff rebalancing. 53 As with the 080 intervention, we
have not assessed tariff rebalancing for the unbundled tariff.

We recognised there were risks with the reforms and monitored
developments
A1.20

Ofcom recognised at the time that the large-scale changes it was making had risks and
committed to monitoring the impacts of the changes. The risks included that “consumer
transparency is not sufficiently improved by the changes to fully address the market failures
identified and/or that the improvement in consumer transparency measures does not lead
to the competitive constraints on charges we expect, particularly the AC [access charge]. In
addition, we need to be alive to the risk of new wholesale concerns arising from the
changes to the retail regulations.” 54

A1.21

The key factors we said we would monitor were:
a) access charge levels and the direction of change in such charges;
b) demand volume for non-geographic numbers;
c) evidence of innovation in services provided over non-geographic numbers;
d) average call charges in specific ranges;
e) clarity of pricing information about calls to non-geographic numbers; and
f) any evidence of continuing consumer harm or unintended consequences arising from
the changes. 55

A1.22

We also set out a number of areas that warranted special attention as part of any review,
such as whether a cap on access charges would be appropriate. 56

A1.23

We gathered data from CPs for this monitoring in December 2015 and October 2016.
While we undertook this monitoring internally, we have not published any of the results
until now. In 2017 this monitoring led to Ofcom launching a review of the cost of calling
118.

Expectations to evaluate for the unbundled tariff
A1.24

Based on how we expected the unbundled tariff to benefit consumers, we have evaluated
the unbundled tariff by considering the expectations in the table below.

We referred to this as the tariff package effect. See paragraphs 8.72 of the Part B of the 2013 policy position and A19.96
of Annex 19 to the 2013 policy position.
54 Paragraph 5.54 of Part A of the April 2013 policy position.
55 Paragraph 5.55 of Part A of the April 2013 policy position.
56 Paragraph 5.56 of Part A of the April 2013 policy position and paragraph 4.9 of the 2013 Statement.
53
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Expectation in 2013 Statement
1.There would be a significant improvement in consumer awareness and understanding
of the price of calling 084, 087, 09 and 118.
2.Volumes of 084 and 087 calls would increase compared to the counterfactual.
3.Prices callers pay for 084, 087, 09 and 118 calls would be lower, or at least no higher.
4.The unbundled tariff would reduce the number of termination rate disputes for nongeographic numbers.
5.The unbundled tariff would allow SPs to innovate and develop new services on 084,
087 and 09 and 118 numbers.
6.There would be no unintended consequences of the unbundled tariff.
A1.25

We would also ideally have liked to compare how the costs of the intervention compared
to our forecasts, but have not sought to do this for the reasons explained from paragraph
A5.105.
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A2. Information and data sources
Data provided by Communications Providers
A2.1

We have drawn on data gathered at different times from large CPs, using our formal
powers. We gathered data from CPs before the reforms and at the end of 2016 as part of
our work monitoring the reforms. This included volumes and revenues for non-geographic
numbers, as well as some information on complaints.

A2.2

From these older information requests, we have data for at least eight quarters, from Q3
2014 to Q2 2016, and for some CPs we have data from Q1 2013 to Q2 2016. We then have
data for the four quarters from Q3 2019 to Q2 2020 from a recent information request for
the future of telephone numbers review. This means for most number ranges there is a
three-year gap, from Q3 2016 to Q2 2019, when we do not have data on volumes and
revenues.

A2.3

We did not seek information to fill this gap from CPs because we knew that some do not
retain information for that long and for others it would have been onerous to provide. As
explained in the analysis in Annexes 3-5, we have sufficient information to reach
conclusions from the data we had, so a further information request would have been
disproportionate in the circumstances.

A2.4

For the periods where we have data, not all CPs from whom we sought information were
able to provide consistent data over time. For some parts of the evaluation, we have relied
on the set of CPs who were able to provide consistent data over time.

Market research
A2.5

We undertook quantitative market research for this evaluation and have also drawn on
previous market research. We evaluated the results of three sets of quantitative market
research: one carried out before the reform in 2011, and two carried out after the reform:
first in 2016, then in 2021. To reflect the policy reforms, the wording of some questions in
the 2016 survey was changed, so not all data are comparable between 2011 and 2016.
However, for the 2021 survey we kept the wording of the questions consistent with the
2016 survey. For full details on the methodology see Annex 6.

A2.6

We have also reviewed the in-depth qualitative research among consumers commissioned
for our work on the future of telephone numbers, carried out in 2018. 57

Stakeholder views
A2.7

57
58

To inform our evaluation, we reviewed responses to our April 2019 consultation on the
future of telephone numbers 58 and spoke to some stakeholders specifically about the

The Future of Telephone Numbering: a qualitative research study, Ofcom 2019.
Public responses are available at the Future of telephone numbers home page.
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reforms. We approached the largest fixed and mobile operators and spoke to four CPs with
large customer bases. We also spoke to the Phone-paid Services Authority (PSA), one
smaller CP, David Hickson from the Fair Telecoms Campaign and the Association for
Interactive Media and Micropayments (aimm), which represents many service providers.
We sought views on what our evaluation should cover, whether the changes increased
consumer awareness and other aspects of the reforms.
A2.8

We undertook a small survey of charities and helplines who currently or previously used
084 or 087 numbers to understand why they used them or why they stopped using them.

A2.9

We are very grateful for the time and information provided by these stakeholders.

Other data sources
A2.10

We used data on the complaints Ofcom receives from customers.

A2.11

The PSA provided us with information on the complaints it received for the numbers it
regulates and with revenue data for 087, 09 and 118 numbers.
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A3. Evaluation of making 080 free to the
caller
A3.1

This annex sets out our evaluation of making 080 free from mobiles. This intervention was
successful at raising the proportion of calls to these numbers from mobiles (row 1 below).
This was a key outcome for the intervention.

A3.2

When making this intervention, we identified the risk that a significant number of SPs, and
in particular providers of socially important services (such as public health services, benefit
payments services and utilities), could stop using 080 numbers. This could have
undermined the benefits. However, this risk did not materialise (rows 4 and 5). The
stakeholders we spoke to saw this intervention as successful.

A3.3

But not all of our expectations were met to the extent we hoped. In particular, the overall
volume of calls to 080 did not rise (row 2) and consumer awareness of calls to 080 being
free remains low (row 3).
Expectation in 2013 Statement

Evaluation finding

1. The proportion of calls to 080 from
mobiles would rise significantly over
time, to be broadly in line with the
share of mobile for calls overall.

The share of calls to 080 from mobiles did rise
significantly over time, but is not yet at the same
level as the proportion for all calls. See paragraphs
A3.4 to A3.12.

2. The overall volume of calls to 080
would rise as a result.

Contrary to our expectation, there was no
significant change in the overall volume of calls.
See paragraphs A3.13 to A3.16.

3. Callers would understand that calling
080 is now free from mobiles and from
fixed lines.

There is some awareness that calls to 080 are free
from mobiles as well as fixed lines, but this remains
low. Awareness that calls to 080 from fixed lines
are free has not increased. See paragraphs A3.17
to A3.23.

4. The reduction in the number of
service providers using the 080 number
range as a result of the reforms would
fall and lie within the range 8% to 19%.

The number of SPs using 080 numbers fell by 16%
between September 2014 and June 2016, which is
within the range expected. See paragraphs A3.24
to A3.25.

5. There would be no significant
migration away from using 080
numbers by socially important services.

73% of socially important services still operating
continued to use 080 numbers. The remainder
used 03 or geographic numbers. See paragraphs
A3.26 to A3.28.

6. There would be no unintended
consequences of making 080 free to the
caller.

We have not identified any unintended
consequences, though the response to the reforms
was slower than expected.
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The proportion of calls to 080 from mobiles increased
A3.4

We expected mobile originated calls to represent 55%-60% of calls to 080. This was based
on the proportion of all voice calls from mobiles at the time. While we did not specify when
we expected it to reach this level, we implied it would be a quick adjustment.

A3.5

Only a small number of CPs that provided information on terminating volumes for 080
numbers were able to break down the volumes by whether they originated from mobiles
or from fixed lines. 59 However, we have no reason to believe these numbers are not
representative.

A3.6

For CPs on which we have consistent data, there was a statistically significant increase in
the proportion of 080 calls from mobiles in the quarter immediately after the reforms (Q3
2015). It rose from 12% before the reforms to 26% a year after the reforms. It has
continued to increase, closing the gap to the proportion of total calls from mobiles. By Q2
2020, the proportion of 080 calls from mobile reached 56%. This is around the proportion
of call from mobiles expected in the 2013 Statement.

A3.7

However, the proportion of all voice calls made from mobiles has also continued to rise
over time to 80% in Q2 2020. 60 Our estimates of the expected proportion of calls from
mobiles to 080 was based on our understanding of the likely proportion of all voice calls
made from mobiles. Following our reforms, we expected these proportions to be the same
in the medium-term. The proportion of calls from mobiles to 080 today remains below the
proportion of all voice calls which are made from mobiles – and so the response to the
reforms was slower than we anticipated.

A3.8

The comparison of the proportion of calls from mobiles to 080 and for all calls is shown in
Figure A3.1 below. There is a three-year gap, between Q3 2016 to Q2 2019, when we do
not have data.

We have the data of three CPs for the period Q3 2014 – Q2 2016, and for six CPs for the period Q3 2019 – Q2 2020.
For all voice calls, those originated from mobiles has risen from 63% in 2014 Q3 to 80% for 2020 Q2. Ofcom Telecoms
Quarterly Data Updates.
59
60
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Figure A3.1 Proportion of calls from mobiles 61

A3.9

Comparing the proportion of 080 calls from mobiles to the proportion for all voice calls can
also give an indication of the impact of our reform, by allowing us to control for the general
trend towards greater mobile use.

A3.10

Since the final quarter before our reforms (Q2 2015), the proportion of 080 calls from
mobiles has increased by around 30 percentage points more than the proportion of all
voice calls from mobiles.

A3.11

If the trend in the proportion of all voice calls from mobiles is a good counterfactual for the
likely trend in the proportion of 080 calls from mobiles absent the intervention, then this
analysis would allow us to identify the impact of our reform. However, we do not have
sufficient observations to robustly test this assumption, nor data on other factors which
may have affected the proportion of calls from mobiles, and which may have varied over
time. As such we cannot be sure that this increase was solely the result of our reform. For
example, there may have been changes in the relative price of calls from mobiles
compared to calls from fixed in general or there may have been changes in the
demographic or socioeconomic composition of callers to 080 numbers, which might also
have impacted the proportion of calls originating from mobiles.

A3.12

In the period immediately following the reforms we are more confident that the
proportion of all voice calls from mobiles is a good counterfactual for the proportion of 080
calls from mobiles. We have therefore also assessed the effect of the reform in a shorter
period following the reforms. In the quarter following the reforms, the proportion of calls
from mobiles to 080 increased by 6 percentage points more than the proportion for all

We use calendar year quarters (so Q1 is 1 January – 31 March; Q2 is 1 April – 30 June; Q3 is 1 July – 30 September; Q4 is
1 October – 31 December). The reform came into force on 1 July 2015, the beginning of Q3 2015.
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voice calls; during the first year after the reforms, this figure was 11 percentage points.
This provides further, albeit indicative, evidence that our reforms did lead to an increase in
the proportion of calls to 080 from mobiles.

No sustained increase in the overall volume of calls to 080
A3.13

While the reforms might have different effects on the overall volumes of minutes to 080
numbers, as explained in Annex 1, on balance we expected the volume to increase. We
expected the increased demand for calls from making the price free from mobiles to
outweigh any net migration of service providers to other number ranges.

A3.14

We have not found a sustained increase in the volumes of calls to 080 compared to the
pre-reform period. This is shown in Figure A3.2 below. This is consistent with the following
effects broadly cancelling each other out:
a) an increase in demand from consumers to call these numbers following these calls
being made free; and
b) a reduction in service providers using the 080 number range (which we discuss below).

A3.15

Combined with our finding that there was an increase in the proportion of calls to 080
being made from mobiles, this indicates that instead there was a substitution effect
between landlines and mobiles.

A3.16

Figure A3.2 also shows the change in volumes on the 080 number range relative to all fixed
and mobile originated calls, with volumes rebased for each so that Q1 2013 is 100. For 080
volumes we use data from a subset of terminating CPs for which we have from Q1 2013
onwards. 62 For overall call volumes we use Ofcom’s published quarterly
telecommunications volumes data. 63 Figure A3.2 shows that the total volume of voice calls
has gradually declined over time (albeit that there has been a change in trend in 2020
probably related to changes in behaviour during the Covid-19 pandemic and lockdown).
The volume of calls to 080 has broadly (though not completely) followed this trend.

62 We also have data on 080 volumes for a wider set of CPs, but we only have this data for a shorter period (from Q3 2014
to Q2 2016). We believe our choice to present the longer series does not affect our findings as both series follow the same
trend for the period in which they overlap.
63 Telecommunications data revenues, volumes and market shares update – Q3 2020
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Figure A3.2: 080 volumes and volumes for all calls; index, Q1 2013=100
Reform implemented

Caller understanding that 080 is free remains low
A3.17

Consumer awareness of the price of calling 080 was low before the reform – both from
mobiles (which was then chargeable), and from landlines (which was free). 64 As explained
in Annex 1, we expected that making 080 free from mobiles would result in better overall
awareness that the 080 number range was free to call from both mobiles and from
landlines.

A3.18

The increase in the ratio of calls from mobiles suggests there was some increase in
understanding that calls from mobiles to 080 are free. But this does not mean that all or
even most consumers are aware of this. Low consumer awareness that calls to 080 are free
from both fixed lines and mobiles could be a concern if this affects consumers’ decisions on
whether to call the 080 number, and if so, their decision on whether to use a fixed line or a
mobile.

A3.19

At the time of the reforms, Ofcom undertook a five-month consumer information
campaign, supported by industry – UK Calling – to raise awareness of the unbundled tariff
and Freephone changes. By the time it concluded in August 2015, more than half (55%) of
the adult population were aware of our changes when prompted, according to our
consumer tracker. 65 Also, 26% of the adult population were aware that 080 numbers would

See 4.5-4.8 of the Part A of the April 2013 policy position and the 2011 non-geographic numbers quantitative research.
Respondents were given a list of the pricing changes and asked if they were aware of them. This is in contrast to an
earlier unprompted question in the survey, where respondents were asked what pricing changes there were aware of.
64
65

30

Evaluation of the 2015 pricing reforms for calls to non-geographic numbers

be free to call when not prompted about the changes, rising to 47% when they were. 66
Among the reforms, awareness was highest for the changes to 080 numbers.
A3.20

However, the increase in consumer awareness generated by this campaign was not
sustained.
a) Around a year later in October 2016, our consumer research showed that awareness
had fallen. According to our 2016 quantitative research, 14% of consumers knew that
080 numbers were free to call from mobile. 67 In 2021 the same proportion of
consumers thought that calls to 080 numbers were free from mobiles, however a
further 5% thought the cost would be included within their package. Therefore 18%
don’t think there would be an additional charge to calling 080 from mobiles, which is
an increase from 2016. Though it remains low, it is broadly in line with awareness that
080 is free from landlines (20%).
b) While we had also expected our reforms to improve consumer awareness that 080 was
free to call from landlines, we do not find this to be the case: consumer awareness that
080 calls are free from landline has remained stable at around 20% since 2016.
c) We also find the average estimated price of a call to 080 has increased, both for calls
from mobiles (from 20ppm in 2016, to 64ppm in 2021) and for calls from a landline
(from 13ppm in 2016 to 45ppm in 2021). 68 This implies a lack of understanding on the
part of consumers about the reform. In addition, just 10% of respondents were aware
that calls to 080 are free from both landlines and mobiles. So, only half of respondents
who knew calls to 080 were free from landline knew they were free from mobile too.

A3.21

Our 2018 Future of Telephone Numbering qualitative research found that, compared to 08
chargeable numbers, the prefix 080 seemed familiar to many, particularly to older
participants. It found that 0800 was familiar as a free number, but 0808 less so. This was
also noted in our meetings with stakeholders. 69

A3.22

In general, stakeholders considered that making calls to 080 free from mobiles was
successful. Some stakeholders noted that the reform has removed a key source of
complaints and bill shock, as before the reforms some consumers were surprised they had
to pay for 080 from mobiles. However, one stakeholder noted there is more work to do to
raise awareness that 080 calls are free from mobiles.

A3.23

In summary, some consumers are clearly aware that 080 calls are free from mobiles, but
the general low level of understanding of the pricing of 080 from both landlines and
mobiles indicates that consumers appear to be confused and/or relatively disengaged with

66 For the unprompted question in the survey, respondents were asked what pricing changes they were aware of. Later in
the survey they were given a list of the pricing changes and asked if they were aware of them. For the results see pages 48,
76-77 of UK Calling Research data tables
67 See table 47 of the 2016 non-geographic numbers consumer research data tables
68 These figures are calculated using the prices estimated by respondents, excluding those who said they didn’t know. The
figures include those who estimated the cost was free or included in their package, the latter being classified as 0ppm for
the calculation.
69 The Future of Telephone Numbering: a qualitative research study, Ofcom 2019.
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the pricing of voice calls. Our reforms are likely to have been more successful if consumer
awareness was higher.

As expected, a small proportion of service providers moved away
from the 080 number range
A3.24

As explained in Annex 1, we anticipated two competing effects on the number of service
providers which would choose to locate in the 080 number range, but that between 8%
and 19% of SPs would migrate away from the 080 number range as a result of the reform.

A3.25

We find that the number of end-user service providers being hosted on the 080 number
range fell by 16% between September 2014 and June 2016. 70 This falls within the range
anticipated. It is unclear whether these SPs switched to another number range or ceased
providing call services – however we note that there was an overall reduction in the total
number of end-user service providers using either 03 or 08 numbers during the period. 71
This is consistent with comments from stakeholders which noted that there may have been
some migration to the 080 number range (especially from 084), but also that some service
providers had migrated to 03 number ranges to lower their costs.

The large majority of socially important services retained their 080
number, with a small minority moving to 03 or geographic numbers
A3.26

As explained in Annex 1, we acknowledged the risk that some socially important services
might leave the 080 number range but expected this to affect only a small minority of
these services. 72

A3.27

In 2013 we found that up to 30% of service providers using the 080 number range might be
offering socially important services. 73 We find that 73% of these socially important services
which still exist continue to use the 080 number range. 74 All of those service providers
which have migrated to a different number range have migrated to an 03 or a geographic
number. Calls to 03 numbers will be free for many consumers, as it will be included within
many call bundles (and the availability of unlimited voice calls for mobile consumers is

70 We would prefer to compare the situation before the announcement (in December 2013) with what happened after the
announcement, because some SPs may have migrated during the period following the announcement, but before the
implementation of the reforms (in July 2015), in anticipation of the reforms coming into effect. However, we only have
evidence from after the announcement, and so we can only compare the situation before the implementation of the
reform with the situation following implementation. It is possible therefore that our estimate of the number of service
providers who moved out of the 080 range understates the total.
71 Overall, we find there was a 15% reduction in the number of end-user service providers using an 03 or 08 number during
the period September 2014 to 2016. Within this, there was a 30% reduction in the number of end-user service providers
using revenue sharing numbers (084 or 087) during that period, and a 58% increase in the number of end-user service
providers using 03 numbers. This indicates that service providers were moving from revenue sharing numbers to nonrevenue sharing numbers.
72 See paragraph 13.147, Part C of the April 2013 policy position
73 See paragraph 13.75, Part C of the April 2013 policy position
74 Three of the socially important service providers which we identified that had an 080 number in 2013 have ceased
operations or been merged into different services.
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becoming increasingly widespread). 75 For other consumers the price will be no more than
that of making a call to a geographic number. As such, the effect on deterring calls to
socially important services is likely to be relatively limited.
A3.28

We did not find any of the socially important services we had identified as previously using
080 numbers to be now using a revenue-sharing number (084 or 087).

We did not find any unintended consequences of our 080 reforms
A3.29

We did not find any unintended consequences. However, we found that the reforms were
slower to have their intended effect than we had anticipated. While there was an increase
in the proportion of 080 calls from mobiles at the time of the reforms, and this has
continued to increase relative to the proportion of all voice calls from mobiles, there
remains a gap.

While not an exact proxy for the number of mobile subscribers with inclusive call bundles, by Q3 2020 73% of mobile
subscriptions (excluding M2M connections) were post-pay subscriptions, compared to around 60% in Q2 2015. See Ofcom
Quarterly Telecoms Updates. Migration from 080 to 03 might mean that some callers from landlines now face a charge for
making those calls, when previously these calls were free.
75
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A4. Decline in use of revenue-share numbers
A4.1

Before evaluating the unbundled tariff in the next annex, Annex 5, in this annex we provide
some wider context. There has been a long-standing decline in the use of revenue share
numbers (084, 087, 09 and 118). For 084 and 087 numbers, these changes accelerated
from 2014 due to legal and Government policy changes that were independent of the
reforms we are evaluating.

Volumes of revenue sharing calls have fallen substantially
A4.2

Figure A4.1 below shows the decline in revenue share call minutes. As we do not have data
for all CPs, these volumes do not represent the whole industry. However, they capture the
majority of volumes and we expect the pattern to be the same for the whole industry.

A4.3

For the 084 and 087 number ranges, we have used dashed lines to show total volumes for
a wider set of terminating CPs for which we only have data for a shorter period. The
general shape of these dashed lines is consistent with their associated solid lines which
exclude these additional CPs. Volumes of 09 and 118 numbers are very low compared to
084 and 087 volumes.

Figure A4.1: Volumes of revenue share calls

A4.4

To see the relative declines of the different number ranges, Figure A4.2 shows each of the
volumes for the number ranges rebased so that Q1 2013 is 100. For reference, we also
show a dashed line which is an index for the volume of minutes for all calls (including
geographic calls and calls to mobiles).
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Figure A4.2: Relative decline in volumes of revenue share number ranges 76

A4.5

The revenue share numbers other than 09 (i.e. 084, 087 and 118) have declined more
rapidly. This partly reflects general trends, for example greater use of the internet instead
of premium numbers for information.

Legal and policy changes required many organisations to stop using
084 and 087 numbers
A4.6

There have been additional reasons for the decline in calls to 084 and 087. The most
significant reasons are shown in the top half of Figure A4.3 and discussed below. The
timings are shown relative to Ofcom’s 2013 Statement and when Ofcom’s reforms were
implemented.

The volumes data for the 09 number range is partially estimated in Q2 2014 due to inconsistencies in the data provided
by one CP for this quarter.
76
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Figure A4.3: Major changes for 084 and 087 numbers over time

A4.7

At the same time as our statement, in December 2013, the Cabinet Office issued guidance
that 01, 02 and 03 should be the default numbers for Government departments and other
public bodies. 77 Before this, the National Audit Office had found that 63% of calls to central
government were to 084 numbers in 2012/13. 78 Most central Government departments
had complied with the Cabinet Office’s guidance by March 2015. 79

A4.8

Government regulations made in December 2013 came into force in June 2014 which
implemented the 2011 Consumer Rights Directive. 80 These regulations required that most
traders must not use numbers that include a premium (including 084, 087 and 09 numbers)
when providing post-sales helplines dealing with consumer complaints or questions. 81 The
Government said that this would put an end to 084, 087 and 09 numbers being used for
customers calling airlines, train operators, and major high street and online retailers. 82

A4.9

Soon after the July 2015 reforms came into effect, the Financial Conduct Authority (FCA)
decided that similar rules should apply to financial service companies, to which the 2011
Consumer Rights Directive did not apply. This meant that financial service companies could
not use 084 or 087 numbers for post-sales calls. These changes came into effect in October
2015. 83

A4.10

Although not shown on the above timeline, in November 2013 just before our 2013
Statement, NHS England asked area teams to contact general practitioners reminding them
that they would be in breach of contract if they do not take all reasonable steps to stop
patients being forced to call 084 telephone numbers to access their surgeries. 84

HMG guidance: customer service telephone lines - use of number prefixes, Cabinet Office, December 2013.
Charges for customer telephone lines, National Audit Office, 18 July 2013.
79 Customer service lines reports
80 Directive 2011/83/EU
81 Regulation 41 of the Consumer Contracts (Information, Cancellation and Additional Charges) Regulations 2013.
Implementing Guidance was also issued. Section J of this makes clear that 084, 087 and 09 do not comply.
82 Government cuts off costly calls, press release, 13 December 2013, Department for Business, Innovation & Skills.
83 See Section 3 of Improving complaints handling, feedback on CP14/30 and final rules, FCA, July 2015. These changes
were implemented at GEN 7.2 Call charges, FCA Handbook: The Financial Conduct Authority’s Handbook of rules and
guidance.
84 NHS News, 4 November 2013. This followed a change in the Department of Health contract with general practitioners in
April 2010 which required general practitioners not to enter into or renew any contract for telephone services that
involved people paying more than they would to make equivalent calls to a geographic number.
77
78
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Revenue has also declined over time
A4.11

The long-term decline in calls to these numbers can also be seen in revenue data. The
Phone-paid Service Authority (PSA) has data on revenues for a longer period than we have
volume data. Figure A4.4 below shows the decline in revenues associated with 087, 09 and
118 numbers over a period of about 10 years. 85 The PSA does not have comparable data
for 084 numbers.

Figure A4.4: Long term decline in revenues for revenue-share numbers

A4.12

While there is a general declining trend in revenue for all three number ranges, the 09
revenues appear to stabilise from around 2016. There is a temporary increase in 09
revenue around 2019, which we understand was primarily driven by promotional efforts of
providers of information, connection and signposting services (ICSS) using 09 numbers. 86

The precise definition for revenues used are given in the PSA’s Network returns guidance.
The PSA’s Annual Market Review for phone-paid services 2019–2020 by Analysys Mason says: “Our interviews with
industry participants suggest this increase has been driven by a significant marketing push from ICSS service providers
between 4Q 2018–2019 and 3Q 2019–2020.”
85
86
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A5. Evaluation of the unbundled tariff
A5.1

A5.2

This annex sets out our evaluation of the unbundled tariff. The first column of the table
below sets out the main ways we expected the unbundled tariff to benefit consumers. This
is explained in Annex 1. The second column then sets out our finding, which are
summarised in section 4.
Expectation in 2013 Statement

Evaluation finding

1. There would be a significant
improvement in consumer awareness
and understanding of the price of calling
084, 087, 09 and 118.

Consumers’ awareness and understanding does
not appear to have significantly improved,
especially for 084 and 087 numbers. See
paragraphs A5.3 to A5.52.

2.Volumes of 084 and 087 calls would
increase compared to the counterfactual.

Contrary to expectations, volumes of 084 and 087
calls did not increase compared to the
counterfactual. Rather, volumes were probably
lower than they would have been without the
reforms. See paragraphs A5.53 to A5.65.

3.Prices callers pay for 084, 087, 09 and
118 calls would be lower, or at least no
higher.

Contrary to expectations, the price of calling 084
and 087 jumped up with the reforms. There was
no clear effect on 09 prices and no change in the
gradually upward trend in 118 prices. See
paragraphs A5.66 to A5.89.

4.The unbundled tariff would reduce the
number of termination rate disputes for
non-geographic numbers.

There have been no termination rates disputes
for non-geographic numbers since the
introduction of the unbundled tariff. See
paragraphs A5.90 to A5.93.

5.The unbundled tariff would allow SPs to
innovate and develop new services on
084, 087 and 09 and 118 numbers.

We have not found evidence of the unbundled
tariff leading to new services. See paragraphs
A5.94 to A5.96.

6.There would be no unintended
consequences of the unbundled tariff.

Prices for 084 and 087 rose significantly. See
paragraphs A5.97 to A5.103.

After setting out these findings, we then consider the implementation costs of the
unbundled tariff and the use we made of lab-based behavioural experiments in our 2013
decision.

Consumers’ awareness and understanding does not appear to have
significantly improved, especially for 084 and 087 numbers
A5.3

Most of the expected benefits of the unbundled tariff stemmed from an expected
significant improvement in consumer awareness of the price of calling non-geographic
numbers.
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A5.4

Below we describe the information we rely on in concluding that awareness and
understanding does not appear to have significantly improved, especially for 084 and 087
numbers:
a) quantitative research in 2016 and 2021;
b) qualitative research in 2018;
c) bill shock complaints to Ofcom and other complaints data;
d) stakeholders’ views;
e) evidence of competitive pressure on the origination/access charges.

A5.5

We expand on the first four of these below. Later in this annex we cover the final one,
related to evidence of competitive pressure on access charges.

Quantitative consumer research tells us that most consumers do not
understand the unbundled tariff
In 2021 only 22% of customers are aware of and understand the access charge
A5.6

In 2016 and 2021 we asked consumers about their awareness and understanding of the
access charge and service charge for non-geographic numbers. Since 2016 there has been
increased awareness of both terms. In 2021 almost half of consumers are aware of the
access charge (47%), compared to about a quarter of consumers in 2016 (24%). More
consumers are aware of the term service charge, at 57% in 2021, up from 38% in 2016.

A5.7

Despite the increase in awareness, there has not been an increase in understanding of
those who were aware. About half (53%) of consumers who are aware of the service
charge understand what it is, which is unchanged from 2016. This equates to almost a third
of consumers (30%). Of those who are aware of the access charge, there has also been a
decrease in understanding of the term. Just under half (46%) of consumers who are aware
of the access charge understand what it means. This is a decrease from 53% in 2016 and
equates to about one fifth of consumers (22%) in 2021. However, since fewer consumers
were aware of the term in 2016, this is an increase from 13% of people both aware and
understanding the term in 2016.

A5.8

When the first wave of research following the reform was carried out in 2016, the
introduction of the unbundled tariff was still relatively new. The increase in awareness
shows that the terms have become more embedded over time. Research carried out after
the UK Calling awareness campaign in 2015 showed that awareness of the introduction of
the unbundled tariff was 23% by the end of the campaign when respondents were
prompted, and 10% unprompted. 87

87

See paragraph A3.19 above for more details.
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Most consumers do not understand the price of non-geographic calls
A5.9

In the 2021 research, we introduced a new question to gauge understanding of a typical
statement used to advertise the unbundled tariff. We asked consumers how confident they
were that they would understand the price of a call after hearing the following statement:
Calls to 0845 numbers will cost 7 pence per minute plus your phone company’s access
charge.

A5.10

Almost three quarters of consumers say they have seen a statement like this before,
however only a third are confident they would know the price of the call after hearing it.

A5.11

The earlier research in 2016 also showed that there was a general lack of awareness of the
price of 084 and 087 numbers, from both mobiles and landlines. We asked consumers how
much they thought calls to 0845 numbers would cost from a landline, compared to the
price of calling a UK landline number and 44% did not know. Similarly, 45% did not know
the price from a mobile.

A5.12

Around half of consumers (51%) didn’t know the relative price to call an 0870 number,
from either a landline or mobile. Paired with the more recent finding on confidence in
understanding the advertised statements for these number ranges, it is clear that a
substantial portion of consumers do not understand the price of these non-geographic
numbers.

A5.13

The lack of understanding of the price to call a non-geographic number may be led by
consumers not knowing their provider’s access charge, as this forms a substantial portion
of the overall call price, or by consumers being relatively disengaged from the pricing for
these numbers.

Only a small proportion of customers look up access or service charges, but those that do mostly
find the information easy to find
A5.14

Our research showed that very few consumers looked up their provider’s access charge, or
the service charge for a number. In 2021, about one in ten consumers (9%) have looked up
their provider’s access charge. Roughly the same number of consumers look up the service
charge for a call, at 11%, up from 5% in 2016. This trend carries across to pricing
information for calls in general: more consumers look up pricing information than in 2016,
standing at 15% who look up prices for calls from a landline, and 21% who look up prices
for calls from a mobile. 88 These findings should be viewed in light of the decreasing
volumes for revenue share numbers. Therefore, few consumers may be looking up these
charges since a reducing number of consumers are dialling these numbers, though it is not
possible to identify the direction of causation.

A5.15

For those who do look up pricing information, most are able to find the information they
need. More people were able to find their provider’s access charge than in 2016, at 92% of
those who looked it up, compared to 75% in 2016. Most (88%) of those who look up the

88

Of those who have the respective devices in their household.
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service charge for a call can find the information they need. More broadly, since the reform
more consumers have found it easy to look for the pricing information they need: 59% of
those who looked up pricing information found it easy, compared to 43% in 2011.
A5.16

For consumers who don’t look up pricing information for calls, fewer have said it is because
they don’t know where to look, at 5% in 2021 compared to 22% in 2016 for calls made with
a landline. 89

A5.17

In the round, these findings imply that pricing information has become clearer for those
who look. However, the typical statement advertising the unbundled tariff does not appear
to be clear to the majority of consumers, so this could be deterring consumers from
looking up the price of calls.

A5.18

This is not the only reason that consumers may not look up the price of a call. More
consumers now believe calls will be included in their package: one in three (34%) do not
look up pricing information because they believe the call will be included in their mobile
calling package, up from 16% in 2016. The same trend is seen for landline packages though
to a lesser degree, at 20% in 2021 compared to 13% in 2016.

A5.19

About a quarter do not look up pricing information because they were not concerned
about the cost, though this has decreased from a third in 2016, indicating higher concern
for the price of calls. 90

Fewer consumers worry about the length of calls to 08 numbers when they don’t know the price
A5.20

Our research also asked about calling habits to 08 numbers, including not just 084 and 087
numbers, but also 080 numbers. In 2021 31% of consumers had made a call to an 08
number without knowing how much it cost, roughly the same as in 2016 (35%).

A5.21

For those who call 08 numbers without knowing the cost of the call, we asked how they
made the call. Just over half (55%) made the call and didn’t worry about the length, which
is an increase from 41% in 2016. Fewer consumers are now keeping calls to 08 numbers as
short as possible when they don’t know the price. 91 This stood at 11% of consumers in
2021, down from 17% in 2016, but unchanged from 2011. These findings indicate lower
concern for the price of these calls, which is a positive outcome for consumers.

The trend was the same for calls from a mobile, at 4% in 2021, down from 20% in 2016.
This was the same for calls made from landlines (24% in 2021 down from 33% in 2016) and from mobiles (23% in 2021
down from 32% in 2016)
91 Adjusted for those who make calls to 08 numbers without knowing the price. Tables 22-30 in the 2021 data tables show
the full results for this question.
89
90
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Qualitative research in 2018 suggests a poor understanding of access charges
and of 084 and 087 numbers
There is poor awareness and confusion of the price of calling 084 and 087 numbers
A5.22

Our 2018 Future of Telephone Numbering qualitative research found poor awareness,
confusion and uncertainty regarding non-geographic numbers. 92 There was considerable
confusion relating to price between the 08 ranges, i.e., 080, 084 and 087. When
participants were shown numbers in an advertised context, then views of 080 changed to a
considerable degree.

A5.23

However, seeing 084 and 087 numbers in an advertised context worked much less to
engender trust. Once it was understood (from the accompanying tariff information) that
these numbers were chargeable, distrust and resentment were widespread. Participants
were concerned that they were unable to determine the total price of such calls. This was
because of not understanding their own phone company’s access charges and an
expectation that they could not control the length of the call.

A5.24

Very few participants in either the consumer or micro-business sample were aware of their
provider’s access charge. In addition, many were not aware that an access charge was
charged on a per-minute basis. Instead, many assumed that ‘access’ meant a one-off
charge. This led many (particularly older) participants to consider that chargeable numbers
lacked transparency, i.e. the access charge element was often thought of as a ‘hidden
charge’.

Consumers were more accepting and understanding of 09 numbers
A5.25

The qualitative research found widespread acceptance of the use of 09 premium rate
numbers for high profile broadcast voting and phone competitions.

A5.26

Tariff information, along with relevant terms and conditions, for 09 numbers was perceived
to be clearly stated, leading to transparency and trust. Whether participants voted or
entered a competition or not, many felt that they were able to make an informed choice.
They were aware of the service charge that would be incurred and knew the likely length
of the call would be short.

A5.27

This meant that many either overlooked or accepted the variable cost of the access charge
element. Unlike 084 and 087, the overall charge for 09 was considered to be fair or
acceptable in relation to the perceived value of the service (and low frequency of using it).
This may reflect the access charge typically being a smaller component of the total price
for an 09 call compared to an 084 or 087 call. 93

The Future of Telephone Numbering: a qualitative research study, Ofcom 2019. This research was summarised in
paragraphs 4.17 to 4.26 of our consultation Future of telephone numbers: first consultation, Ofcom, 11 April 2019.
93 If the service charge for an 084 number were at the cap of 7 ppm, then if the access charge were 65 ppm (as it is with
some mobile packages), then the access charge would be 90% of the total price of the call. In contrast, if the service charge
for an 09 number were at the cap of £3.60 pm, then such an access charge would represent 15% of the total price.
92
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The impact on complaints varied by number range but for 084 does not
suggest a significant improvement in consumer awareness
Bill shock complaints to Ofcom relating to 084 numbers increased at the time of the reforms
A5.28

The number of complaints to Ofcom is very low compared to the total number of
dissatisfied customers, as few complainants contact Ofcom. In part this is because we do
not have the power to resolve individual complaints. Nevertheless, comparing the number
of complaints over time can be useful for understanding trends.

A5.29

Figure A5.1 below shows bill shock complaints to Ofcom over time relating to 084
numbers. We only have a consistent data set for complaints about 084 numbers from April
2014, so only have five quarters from before the reforms were implemented.

Figure A5.1: Bill shock complaints to Ofcom about 084 numbers

A5.30

There is a sharp increase in bill shock complaints in Q3 2015, when the reforms were
introduced. It is clear from the complaints that this is due to price changes related to the
introduction of the unbundled tariff. Complaints increased due to an increase in the price
of calling 084 numbers from outside call bundles and the reduced extent to which 084
numbers were included within call bundles.

A5.31

In the four quarters immediately after Q3 2015, complaints fell rapidly, perhaps as
consumers adjusted to higher prices and as volumes of 084 calls fell rapidly. However, the
rate of complaints, after adjusting for the falling volume of calls, is much higher for the
period after the reforms. While we do not have volume data throughout the period for
which we have complaints data, we have volume data for Q2 2014 to Q2 2015 (before the
reforms) and for two periods after the reforms (Q3 2015 to Q2 2016 and Q3 2019 to Q2
2020). The rate of complaints in Q2 2016 was 3 times higher than the average rate in the
quarters before the reforms. In Q3 2019 to Q2 2020 it was over 25 times higher than
before the reforms.
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A5.32

While higher bill shock suggests that the reforms did not significantly improve consumers’
awareness, we cannot place too much weight on this. This is because the absolute number
of bill shock complaints to Ofcom is low and because there are other factors affecting the
number of complaints.

A5.33

One factor affecting the number of bill shock complaints relates to information, connection
and signposting services (ICSS) using 084 numbers. ICSS are services which provide advice
or information about how to access services, and/or connect consumers to specific contact
numbers or helplines that they are seeking, usually at a higher charge than calling directly.
Consumers can sometimes call these services believing they are calling the organisation
directly and incur charges unnecessarily. It is clear from the individual complaints that
some of the growth in bill shock complaints over 2017 and 2018 relates to ICSS. As
discussed from paragraph A5.99 below, some stakeholders believed the growth in ICSS on
084 was driven by the unbundled tariff, but we have been unable to determine if this was
the case.

A5.34

Because of growing concerns due to complaints about ICSS, in December 2018 Ofcom
extended the definition of Controlled Premium Rate Services to include all ICSS, including
those using 084 numbers. 94 The effect of this was that all ICSS (including those using 084
numbers) were subject to regulation by the PSA from 16 January 2019. Some stakeholders
told us than one potential effect of this was that some ICSS providers moved from the 084
range to the 09 range, to allow higher charging. This may explain the step down in 084 bill
shock complaints to Ofcom from Q1 2019, and the rise in 09 complaints at around that
time (as discussed below).

Our approach to determining if a complaint involves bill shock
A5.35

In our analysis of complaints to Ofcom we assessed whether each complaint should be
considered a ‘bill shock’ complaint. We regarded a complaint as being about bill shock
where the consumer claims to have been shocked or surprised at how high the charges are
on their bill. We also include complaints about high charges where the consumer also
refers to their bill, but does not explicitly state that they were shocked or didn’t know the
price. This is likely to be a bill shock incident because the consumer has referred to the high
charges on their bill. For example: “The Consumer advised that she is unhappy with the
amount she has been charged for calling an 084 number”.

A5.36

In addition to complaints about matters unrelated to price (e.g. customer service), other
types of complaint about the price of the call which we have not classified as bill shock
include:
a) General complaints about charges to 084 and 087: some complaints are about the
general cost of calling these numbers being high or about companies’ use of these
numbers. These complaints do not mention any specific experience or refer to the
customer’s bill. For example, “Consumer is not happy regarding the fact that a lot of

Review of the Premium Rate Services Condition: Statement on extending the definition of Controlled Premium Rate
Services to include all Information, Connection or Signposting Services, Ofcom, 19 December 2018.
94
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companies opt to use a chargeable 084 number in order to contact them. He feels that
he should not have to be subjected to such charges when contacting an organisation in
order to obtain information.”
b) Complaints about future price rises: Some complaints relate to people being informed
that prices will increase in the future and being unhappy about this. This type of
complaint is quite different to those relating to bill shock, as they indicate that callers
were well informed, rather than poorly informed. There was an increase in such
complaints before the July 2015 reforms came into effect when people were informed
about price rises. For example, a complaint from June 2015 recorded: “The consumer
has a fixed line with [a particular communications provider] and has been informed of
price increases to 084 numbers and is unhappy with this.”
For 087 numbers, we cannot draw any conclusions about how bill shock complaints changed
A5.37

For 087, the number of bill shock complaints to Ofcom was much lower than for 084 with
many quarters having only one or two such complaints. There were too few complaints to
draw any conclusions about trends.

A5.38

The PSA also has complaints data for some numbers, and especially for 087, 09 and 118. 95
The PSA’s complaint numbers are generally much higher than Ofcom’s and are available for
a longer period. However, they represent total complaints rather than just bill shock
complaints which are of most interest in terms of consumers’ understanding of the price of
calling.

A5.39

For 087 numbers specifically, there is no clear pattern in the rate of total complaints to the
PSA at the time of the reforms.

Complaints to Ofcom suggest no significant improvement in consumer understanding of the price
of calling 118 numbers as does survey evidence on bill shock for 118 numbers
A5.40

We looked at the rate of bill shock complaints to Ofcom for 118 numbers by adjusting the
number of such complaints for the decline in the volume of 118 minutes over time. While
there is variation quarter to quarter, there is no change in the rate of complaints before
and after the reforms. We have also looked at the PSA’s total complaints data for 118. We
were able to look at a longer period for the rate of complaints with the PSA’s total
complaints (Q1 2013 to Q2 2017), and over this longer period there is no difference at the
time of the reforms. This is consistent with the reforms not leading to a significant
improvement in consumer awareness of the price of calling 118 numbers.

A5.41

We can also draw on our work that set a cap on the service charge for 118 numbers in
2018. This found that there was very poor understanding of the price of calling 118 calls.
Combined with high prices, this resulted in significant numbers of users of 118
experiencing bill shock. We estimated that over a 12-month period, 450,000 adults
experienced bill shock in respect of a 118 call and that over that period, consumers paid

95

084 numbers are generally outside the PSA’s remit so the total complaints about these numbers are less useful for us.
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£2.4 million more than they expected for these calls. Market research found that one in
ten users of 118 numbers cited bill shock from calling 118. 96
A5.42

The 118 review also looked at complaints over time but did not focus on bill shock
complaints in the years immediately before the reforms we are evaluating, so this
information is less valuable for us. 97

In contrast to other number ranges, for 09 numbers bill shock complaints may have fallen with the
reforms
A5.43

As with 087 numbers, the number of bill shock complaints to Ofcom for 09 numbers
around the time of the reforms is much lower than for 084 and 118, with too few
complaints to draw any conclusions on the impact of the unbundled tariff. Bill shock
complaints to Ofcom for 09 did rise later, from the end of 2018. Many of these later
complaints related to ICSS.

A5.44

Complaints to the PSA for 09 numbers are much higher and the rate of complaints does
show a statistically significant decrease at the time of the reforms. In the year after the
reforms, the rate of complaints was a quarter of what it had been in the year before the
reforms. These represent total complaints rather than specifically the bill shock complaints
we are interested in. While this decrease in total complaints may not necessarily relate to
bill shock complaints, that is one possible explanation for the decline in total complaints at
the time of the reforms.

A5.45

In both the Ofcom bill shock data and the PSA complaints data there is an increase in
complaints for 09 numbers from 2019. This is likely to be due at least in part to increased
complaints relating to ICSS using 09 numbers. The PSA’s Annual market review for phonepaid services 2019–2020 refers to ICSS having a significant marketing push over 2019 in
advance of the introduction of new regulation and a ban on advertising these services via
Google. 98

Stakeholders’ views on consumer understanding varied, but generally do not
suggest a significant improvement
Some stakeholders thought consumer understanding had improved
A5.46

Some stakeholders thought the unbundled tariff had helped consumer understanding.
Some regarded it as self-evident that the wording of the advertised prices with the
unbundled tariff was more transparent. However, even for some stakeholders who
thought understanding had improved, they still thought that there were problems with
consumer understanding of the access charge.

Paragraphs 1.6, 3.29-3.58, 4.5-4.51 , Directory Enquiries (118) Review, Ofcom, 28 November 2018.
The 118 review focussed on comparing the rate of complaints in (a) October 2015 to September 2017 with that in (b)
October 2010 to September 2012. See paragraph 4.13 of the Directory Enquiries (118) Review and Annex 5 of the Directory
Enquiries (118) Review, Consultation, Ofcom, June 2018.
98 Section 4.3 PSA’s Annual market review for phone-paid services 2019–2020, August 2020.
96
97
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A5.47

Some thought that one way the unbundled tariff had helped was to give consumers an
understanding that the organisation being called may be earning revenue from the call,
and that this may have resulted in some organisations being ‘shamed’ into stopping using
084 and 087 numbers. As discussed in paragraph A5.63 below, while some organisations
may have moved away from using 084 and 087 as a result of the unbundled tariff, at least
in part this was due to the price of calling 084 and 087 increasing significantly with the
introduction of the unbundled tariff rather than only being due to increased transparency.

Other stakeholders thought the unbundled tariff had not helped consumer understanding or even
made it worse
A5.48

Other stakeholders thought consumer understanding was still poor and that the
unbundled tariff had not helped, with some thinking it had made consumer understanding
worse. In particular, they thought consumers do not understand or know their access
charge, and hence are not informed about the total price of the call. This is consistent with
complaint information from some CPs where a common theme was that consumers do not
understand the distinction between the access charge and the service charge and did not
expect a significant access charge to be levied in addition to the service charge.

A5.49

Some stakeholders saw this as particularly problematic for calls where the service charge
was low relative to the access charge, such as for 084 and 087. They thought that
consumers were given the impression that the advertised service charge would represent
most of the total price. However, for 084 and 087 calls the access charge can be many
multiples of the service charge. In contrast, for 09 calls, the access charge is a smaller part
of the total price of the call and hence the advertisement of the service charge may be
more useful and less misleading in terms of the overall price of the call.

A5.50

For 084 and 087 numbers, some saw the previous wording for advertisements (such as
“calls may cost considerably more from a mobile”) as more useful, as it informs consumers
that calling from a mobile would be expensive.

PSA’s Annual Market Review
A5.51

The PSA’s Annual Market Review for phone-paid services 2019–2020 by Analysys Mason
draws on interviews with industry and a survey. It covers not only the 087, 09 and 118
premium services, but also premium SMS, operator billing (including games,
entertainment, betting, gambling and lotteries), voice short codes and charity donations
which are not within the scope of this evaluation. However, it did not cover 084 numbers.

A5.52

The survey found that 52% of the UK population aged 16 or above used at least one of the
services covered in 2019/20, and of these 24% reported problems. Analysys Mason said
that “The three most-commonly cited problems reported by respondents were difficulties in
access or using the service, differences from what was advertised, and the price (or ‘bill
shock’), reported by 41%, 39% and 38% of respondents, respectively. This is in line with
remarks from industry participants about a lack of customer familiarity and awareness of
pricing structure and the nature of services, particularly with access charge fees for
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premium rate voice services.” 99 This suggests industry stakeholders generally think there is
poor consumer awareness, especially of the access charge.

Volumes of 084 and 087 calls likely decreased compared to what
would have happened without the reforms
The 2013 Statement underestimated the downward trend in 084 and 087
volumes
A5.53

In the 2013 Statement we observed that there had been a decline of around 10% in calls to
non-geographic numbers between 2010 and 2011. While we said that future volumes were
uncertain and difficult to predict, we assumed a short-term reduction of 10% for the period
to 2014, but we judged that from 2015 this decline would moderate. This was not because
of an assumed impact of the unbundled tariff. Rather, we considered it implausible that
volumes could continue to decline at 10% a year indefinitely. This was partly because of
stakeholders’ arguments that there are few alternatives to making calls to non-geographic
numbers. We assumed that without the reforms, the decline in volumes would moderate
to 5% a year in an optimistic case, 7.5% in our base case and 10% in our pessimistic case. 100

A5.54

For CPs for which we have consistent terminating volumes over time, the actual decline
has been much greater. This is shown in Figure A5.2 below. The average rate of decline, on
an annualised basis, was 31% before the introduction of the unbundled tariff (from Q1
2013 to Q2 2015), 55% immediately after (from Q2 2015 to Q2 2016) and 50% for the
recent period for which we have data (Q3 2019 to Q2 2020).

Page 44 of the Annual market review for phone-paid services 2019–2020, report for the PSA by Analysys Mason, August
2020.
100 Paragraph 3.43.1 of Part A of the April 2013 policy position and paragraphs A11.38 to A11.40 of Part A of the Annexes to
the 2013 policy position.
99
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Figure A5.2: Decline in 084 and 087 volumes over time for CPs with consistent data over time

A5.55

If this large decline in calls to 084 and 087 numbers up to Q2 2015 had been foreseen in
the 2013 Statement, it would have weakened our assessment of the case for introducing
the unbundled tariff. This is because a large component of the costs we foresaw related to
changing billing systems, which we assumed did not vary with volumes.

A5.56

The legislative changes and policy changes by bodies other than Ofcom, which are
described in Annex 4, also mean that most of the services we regarded as socially
important that had used 084 and 087 were supposed to have ceased using these numbers
by the time the unbundled tariff was introduced. This includes public health services,
benefit payment services and utilities. This would also have weakened the arguments for
introducing the unbundled tariff.

Some stakeholders thought the unbundled tariff reduced volumes
A5.57

Many stakeholders thought the large decline in 084 and 087 was driven by the external
factors described in Annex 4, with any impact of the unbundled tariff being small. Those
that thought the unbundled tariff had some effect considered it would be a downward
effect.

A5.58

Some stakeholders thought there was a downward effect because of the price rise with the
reforms. Some said that after consumers experienced bill shock on an 084/087 number,
which increased after the reforms, they were wary of using such numbers again.

A5.59

Potentially offsetting this to some extent, some stakeholders considered that the
unbundled tariff had led to an increase in ICSS volumes. As discussed from paragraph A5.99
below, we have not been able to determine if this was the case.
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For some charities and helplines, higher access charges were the main reason
for moving away from 084/087
A5.60

Those stakeholders who thought the reforms had improved consumer awareness thought
that it may have reduced volumes through increasing transparency. The unbundled tariff
may have indicated to callers that the organisation being called was earning money from
the call, and some SPs may not have wished to be perceived as earning revenue from calls,
especially for those operating socially important services. 101 This effect could be particularly
relevant for helplines or charities, which are some of the few types of organisation we
regarded as socially important that were still allowed to use 084 or 087 when the
unbundled tariff was implemented.

A5.61

We sought views from charities and helplines who currently or previously used 084 or 087
numbers through a short anonymous questionnaire. Sixteen organisations provided us
with information. While this is a very small sample, it does provide some qualitative
information. Half (eight) of the organisations still had an 084/087 number. Of these eight,
two had another number which they promoted (one used 03 and the other 0800). They
retained their old 084/087 number in case that was the number a caller found, for example
in old printed material.

A5.62

For the eight who had ceased to use an 084/087 number, seven had stopped using the
number after the reforms in July 2015. All of these seven said that the cost of calling for
the people they wanted to help was a factor. When prompted, five of these seven also said
that being perceived as earning revenue from calls did not fit with the organisation’s
image.

Volumes of 084 and 087 calls did not increase compared to the
counterfactual and probably decreased
A5.63

It is difficult to distinguish the effects of the reforms on 084 and 087 volumes from other
effects on volumes. We had insufficient data to do econometric analysis to unpick the
effect of the unbundled tariff from other factors, such as the other policy changes
(described in A4.6-A4.10), prices and the number of SPs on the range. However, on
balance, from the qualitative information we have above suggests the reforms had a
downward effect on volumes, primarily because of the significantly higher prices from the
reforms.

A5.64

We had expected the unbundled tariff to increase volumes (relative to the counterfactual)
and that this would be beneficial for consumers. We had found that lack of pricing
information suppressed demand and callers tended to overestimate the price for 084 and
087. If the unbundled tariff addressed this, this would tend to increase volumes.

While we expected volumes to rise overall compared to what they would have been otherwise, we had anticipated
there would be some effect like this from the unbundled tariff in the 2013 Statement. See paragraphs 8.22 and 8.32 of Part
B of the 2013 policy position.
101
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A5.65

How lower volumes impacted consumers depends on why the volumes were lower. To the
extent volumes were lower because SPs chose to move to another number range (e.g. 03),
this could be beneficial for consumers. This could be the case regardless of whether they
moved because of potentially increased transparency or because of the higher prices. On
the other hand, if volumes were lower because consumers called less when they found
they were being charged more, then this will harm consumers. From the qualitative
information from charities and helplines, the lower volumes could be a mixture of these
two effects.

The price of calling 084 and 087 jumped up with the reforms
A5.66

In summary, we find:
a) contrary to our expectations, the unbundled tariff led to a large increase in the price of
calling 084 and 087 numbers, mainly driven by higher origination/access charges;
b) there was no clear effect on total 09 prices at the time of the reform. However, there
may have been a rebalancing in the composition of 09 charges, with lower
origination/access charges and higher termination/service charges;
c) there was no change in the gradually upward trend in prices for 118 numbers.

A5.67

Significantly higher prices for 084 and 087 numbers are likely to imply consumers are
worse off. However, this effect will be mitigated to some extent if there is a ‘waterbed
effect’. That is, if competition between CPs means that at least some of the higher profits
made from 084 and 087 calls are competed away through lower prices for other aspects of
telecoms packages.

A5.68

Even if there were a strong waterbed effect, significantly increasing prices for 084 and 087
was different to what we expected, and is probably the cause of the significant increase in
bill shock at the time of the reforms for 084 and 087 as described above. Bill shock does
tend to result in consumer harm, as consumers may have made calls or called for longer
than they would if they were aware of the price.

Prices for 084 and 087 increased significantly with the reforms
A5.69

Most 084 and 087 calls are outside inclusive call bundles. For such calls we can calculate a
consistent set of average revenues per minute with data from six CPs. Other CPs were
unable to provide full data sets.

A5.70

For all six CPs there was an immediate and large increase in the amount charged for
originating 084 and 087 numbers when the reforms were introduced. 102 The exact scale of
the increase varied considerably between the CPs. Prices continued to rise in later
quarters. For these six CPs, the average total prices for 084 and 087 calls for the four

We show the prices for 084 and 087 together because some of the six CPs did not break down their data in a way that
would allow us to look at 084 and 087 separately.
102
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quarters after the reforms was around 70% higher than before the reforms. 103 This is
shown in Figure A5.3 below, which separately shows the charge for originating the call
(corresponding to the access charge after the reforms) and the charge for terminating the
call (corresponding to the service charge after the reforms).
Figure A5.3: Average revenue per minute for 084 and 087 calls for the six CPs for which have data

Reform implemented

A5.71

While Figure A5.3 does not capture all CPs, these six CPs accounted for 63% of mobile
subscribers and 75% of fixed subscribers in Q2 2016. The general pattern of an immediate
and large increase in price when the unbundled tariff was introduced is consistent with
other sources, including what stakeholders told us and press reports at the time. 104

The proportion of 084 and 087 calls outside bundles also increased
A5.72

In addition to the price for 084 and 087 calls outside bundles increasing, the proportion of
such calls outside bundles also increased with the reforms. Even before the reforms, the
large majority of calls to 084 and 087 numbers were outside call bundles. But more calls
were excluded from bundles after the reforms.

A5.73

For the companies for which we have consistent data over time, the percentage of minutes
to 084 and 087 numbers outside call bundles rose from 76% in the year before the reforms
to 84% in the year after the reforms. This is not reflected in the price increases described
above and would compound their effect.

A5.74

Some CPs told us that including 084 and 087 in call bundles was less attractive after the
unbundled tariff was introduced because the service charge could be higher than it was

All prices are shown in nominal terms. We have not adjusted for general consumer inflation because it is not clear that
the underlying incremental cost trend has moved with general consumer prices. For mobile origination, we expect there to
be a downward trend due to both the costs of active equipment falling with technological improvements and the total
volume of mobile calls rising. Even for fixed call origination costs, the declining cost of active equipment may outweigh the
effect of declining volumes of total fixed calls.
104 For example, see Money Saving Expert article of 30 June 2015 and Which? article of 30 October 2015.
103
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previously and this led to concerns about this being exploited through artificial inflation of
traffic. 105
The reasons for the scale of the increase in 084 and 087 origination charges are not clear
A5.75

While it is clear that the bulk of the increase in price was precipitated by the introduction
of the unbundled tariff, part of it reflects more general trends, in particular:
a) Shift from fixed to mobile calls: Mobile origination charges (i.e. access charges after
2015) tend to be higher than for fixed origination. As there is a gradual trend over time
away from fixed calls to mobile calls, this tends to increase origination prices over time.
For the six CPs for which we have data (which represent a mix of mobile and fixed
operators), this accounts for 7% of the increase in the price of 084 and 087 in the
period we are looking at. This effect is less relevant for 09 and 118 numbers because
the origination charge is a small part of the total price for those numbers.
b) General upward trend in out-of-bundle prices: The average growth rate of out-ofbundle call charges for mobiles was between 4% to 6% per annum in nominal terms
between 2013 and 2017 and for fixed was on average between 7% to 10% per
annum. 106

A5.76

In addition to these general trends, below we discuss two other likely contributory factors
that could be due to tariff unbundling. However, these factors are not sufficient to explain
all the increase in price. We do not know for certain why the prices rose as much as they
did when the unbundled tariff was introduced.

A5.77

One contributing factor relates to our requirement that there is a single access charge for
all revenue share numbers for any particular tariff package. That is, the same access charge
for calls to 084 and 087, as well as to 09 and 118 numbers. Before the reforms, the
origination charges had been lower for 084 and 087 than for 09 and 118. With the
introduction of the unbundled tariff, there was some rebalancing, with a rise in origination
charges for 084 and 087 and a fall for 09.

A5.78

Some CPs told us that having a single access charge meant origination charges for 084 and
087 had to rise because a higher access charge was needed for 09 numbers, as the risk of
bad debt was higher for 09 numbers. In terms of the net effects on revenue, the increase in
origination charges for 084 and 087 accounted for far more revenue than the decrease in

Artificial inflation of traffic refers to telephony traffic which has no legitimate commercial purpose; where an activity
causes calls to a service to be artificially generated or prolonged for financial benefit, and where the calling pattern would
not have happened in the normal course of business. A higher service charge increases the incentive for a service provider
to share some of the service charge with the caller to incentivise the caller to make a call, when the caller would not
otherwise want to make the call. It can be profitable for the caller to do this when the call is included in a bundle because
the caller does not pay extra for making the call.
106 The mobile data are for both PAYG and pay-monthly tariffs and for fixed include charges for connection and different
types of calling. See pages 41 and 42 and Figure 32 of our Pricing trends for communications services in the UK, Ofcom,
January 2020 for information on the increase in out-of-bundle call prices for fixed calls, and pages 31 and 32 and Figure 22
for out-of-bundle mobile call prices, where the information is presented in real terms.
105
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revenue for 09 and 118, with the latter representing less than 5% of the former. This is
because the volumes of calls to 084 and 087 were much greater than calls to 09 and 118.
A5.79

Another likely contributory factor, at least for BT’s origination charges, was the removal of
price controls that had previously applied to BT for premium numbers. BT had significant
market power in the wholesale call origination market and there were cost-based charge
controls on its wholesale call origination charges at that time. Before the introduction of
the unbundled tariff, we had been concerned it could also exploit its market power by
restricting the revenue received by terminating CPs (and in turn SPs). We had therefore
also charge controlled the amount that BT could retain from its retail prices for premium
calls before passing the rest to the terminating CPs. 107

A5.80

The introduction of the unbundled tariff, with separate access and service charges,
removed the concern that BT could use its market power to restrict the revenue received
by terminating CPs (and in turn SPs). SPs could choose their service charge independently
of the access charge. We therefore considered it unnecessary to have price controls on
BT’s retail retention for premium numbers and removed the controls when the unbundled
tariff was introduced. 108

A5.81

The removal of this charge control allowed BT to increase its origination charge. While
there had not been any such controls on other CPs, it is possible that changes by BT may
have changed the commercial landscape for other fixed CPs.

No clear effect on overall 09 prices but change in composition
A5.82

107
108

Combining the PSA’s revenue data and termination volumes from companies for which we
have consistent data over time, we can obtain a trend in average revenue per minute. The
absolute level of average revenue itself will be too high as we do not have termination
volumes for all companies, but we have no reason to think our termination data would
misrepresent the general trend.

This is described in more detail in paragraphs 3.33 to 3.36 of Simplifying non-geographic numbers, Ofcom, April 2012.
Paragraph 5.433, Review of the fixed narrowband services markets, Statement, Ofcom, 26 September 2013
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Figure A5.4: Index of revenue per minute for 09 prices over time 109

A5.83

While there is no large effect on total 09 prices when the unbundled tariff is introduced,
there is evidence of a rebalancing in the composition of 09 charges for most CPs. For most
of the small number of CPs for which we have consistent data over time, the average
origination charge for the four quarters after the reforms was lower than the average for
the four quarters before the reforms.

No change in the rising price trend for 118 numbers at the time of the
reforms
A5.84

Combining the PSA’s revenue data and our 118 volumes, the trend in revenue per minute
for 118 numbers does not show a statistically significant break in the trend at the time of
the reforms. The revenue per minute index is shown in Figure A5.5 below. 110

The value for Q2 2014 is partially estimated due to inconsistencies in the volumes data provided by one CP.
The series we show here is longer than for other number ranges. This is because for 118 numbers we have volumes for
a longer period as we gathered data for the review of the 118 service charge. We show as an index rather than the
absolute revenue per minute, as our volume data does not cover all companies, though we believe it captures the vast
majority of 118 volumes.

109
110
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Figure A5.5: Index of revenue per minute for 118 prices over time

A5.85

Rising average revenue over the period to 2017 is consistent with our finding in our 2018
review of the service charge for 118 numbers. This was reversed after 1 April 2019 when
Ofcom imposed a cap on the service charge for 118 calls (the effect of which is clear from
Figure A5.5 above). This reduced the service charge for a 90 second call (the average length
of a 118 call) from £11.23 for the most popular number to a maximum of £3.65. 111

A5.86

While the unbundled tariff did not increase the rising trend in 118 prices, it appears not to
have been successful in preventing such an increase. This was contrary to our hope when
we decided not to set a service charge cap for 118 numbers when the unbundled tariff was
introduced.

No evidence of competitive pressure on access charges over time
A5.87

111

Access charges have generally continued to rise over time, despite the incremental costs of
originating these calls probably falling. Figure A5.6 below shows the access charge for
popular tariffs for larger fixed and mobile providers at particular points in time (note the
duration of time between the different columns is not even).

Directory Enquiries (118) Review, Ofcom, 28 November 2018.
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Figure A5.6: Access charges of the major providers (pence per minute)

A5.88

We had expected increased consumer transparency of prices to lead to increased
competitive pressure on the access charge. That access charges remained high after
increasing with the introduction of the unbundled tariff suggests that competitive press
ure on the access charges is not strong. This is consistent with consumer awareness of the
access charge being poor.

A5.89

Out-of-bundle call prices more generally have risen over time. Competition appears to
focus on the bundled price, rather than out-of-bundle prices, which may reflect a declining
importance of out-of-bundle calls.

There have been no termination rate disputes for non-geographic
numbers since the introduction of the unbundled tariff
A5.90

We expected the unbundled tariff to leave less scope for disputes between originating CPs
and terminating CPs about termination rates, as the access charge and the service charge
were each set independently. We said that reducing disputes would be beneficial because
such disputes created significant costs for CPs, as well as uncertainty over revenues both
for CPs and SPs.

A5.91

Before the reforms, Ofcom made various determinations some of which were followed by
appeals:
a) 2009 0870 determination of a dispute between BT and various other communications
providers about the termination charges paid by BT to terminating communications
providers for calls to 0870 numbers. 112

112

Determination to resolve 0870 call termination rate disputes between BT and various operators, Ofcom, June 2009.
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b) 2010 080 determination of a dispute between BT and various mobile operators about
BT’s termination charges for 080 numbers. 113
c) 2010 0845/0870 determination of a dispute between BT and various mobile operators
about BT’s termination charges for 0845 and 0870 numbers. 114
d) subsequent appeals of the 080 and 0845/0870 determinations: In both the 080
determination and the 0845/0870 determination, Ofcom concluded that BT’s
termination rates could not be shown to be fair and reasonable. Both determinations
were then appealed to the Competition Appeal Tribunal, which overturned Ofcom’s
determinations. The Competition Appeal Tribunal’s judgement was in turn appealed to
the Court of Appeal which reinstated Ofcom’s determinations. This judgement was
then appealed to the Supreme Court. In July 2014, the Supreme Court overturned
Ofcom’s determinations and reinstated the Competition Appeal Tribunal’s
judgement. 115
e) 2013 determination of disputes between Everything Everywhere and BT regarding BT's
termination charges for 0844/3 and 0871/2/3 and 09 calls and between BT and various
mobile operators about BT’s termination charges for 080 numbers. 116
A5.92

Since the reforms were implemented in 2015, Ofcom has not determined any disputes in
relation to termination rates for non-geographic numbers. We cannot know for certain
that there would have been further disputes without the reforms. Other factors may have
reduced the incentive to bring disputes to Ofcom, such as the judgements of the courts in
the appeals of previous disputes. However, by having separate access and service charges,
the reforms reduced the scope for disputes and their associated costs for both Ofcom and
industry.

A5.93

After the 2013 Statement, there was a dispute over the charges BT would pay mobile
operators for wholesale origination of 080 calls when the 2015 reforms came into effect. 117
This is different to the termination rate disputes discussed above. We anticipated a dispute
on the wholesale mobile origination charge for 080 in our 2013 Statement and issued
guidance on how we would approach such a dispute. 118

Determination to resolve a dispute between BT and each of T-Mobile, Vodafone, O2 and Orange about BT‘s termination
charges for 080 calls, Final Determination, Ofcom, 5 February 2010.
114 Determination to resolve a dispute between BT and each of Vodafone, T-Mobile, H3G, O2, Orange and Everything
Everywhere about BT‘s termination charges for 0845 and 0870 calls, Final Determination, Ofcom, 10 August 2010.
115 British Telecommunications Plc (Appellant) v Telefónica O2 UK Ltd and Others (Respondents), UKSC 42, 9 July 2014.
116 Determination to resolve disputes concerning BT’s tiered termination charges in NCCNs 1101, 1107 and 1046, Final
Determination, Ofcom, 4 April 2013
117 Dispute between BT and each of Vodafone, Telefónica and Three relating to forward looking call origination charges for
080 numbers, Statement and Determination, Ofcom, 21 August 2014
118 Paragraph 1.20 of the 2013 Statement. On the same day as the 2013 Statement, we published guidance on our
approach to a dispute about the wholesale mobile origination charge for 080 (and 116) numbers. 080 and 116 number
ranges - Statement on dispute resolution guidance, Ofcom, 12 December 2013.
113
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No evidence of the unbundled tariff leading to new services
A5.94

We expected the unbundled tariff would allow SPs to innovate and develop new services.
This was because we expected the unbundled tariff to significantly improve consumer
awareness of non-geographic call prices and also because it gave SPs greater control over
their price.

A5.95

To assess this, we have drawn on views from stakeholders. We have not found evidence of
the unbundled tariff leading to new services (though some stakeholders thought that the
unbundled tariff had led to greater use of ICSS as discussed below). This is consistent with
our finding above that the unbundled tariff was not successful in significantly improving
consumer awareness of the price of calls.

A5.96

For 09 numbers specifically, the 2015 reforms allowed SPs to set considerably higher prices
compared to what they had previously been able to recover. The reforms allowed service
charges up to £3.60 pm or £6 per call (including VAT). The PSA’s Annual Market Review for
2016-17 reported industry surprise that this had not led to new services:
“Certainly with adult [services], industry belief is that the separation of access and
service charges following the introduction of Non-Geographic Call Services (NGCS) in
July 2015 has had little impact on the service. Indeed, industry research uncovered a
surprise that voice-based service providers had not capitalised on the introduction of
NGCS and developed premium voice services, based around the £3.60 per minute price
point.” 119

Unintended consequences of the unbundled tariff
A5.97

We recognised in the 2013 Statement that the large scale changes we were making had
risks, including in the direction prices and volumes may move. As it turned out, some of
these risks materialised, with unintended consequences compared to what we expected.

Prices for 084/087 rose and volumes probably fell
A5.98

As discussed above, one unintended consequence of the reforms was the rise in prices for
084/087. The increase in prices is likely to have reduced volumes compared to what they
would otherwise have been, which was another unintended consequence of the reforms.

Some stakeholders considered the unbundled tariff led to a growth of
Information, Connection and Signposting Services (ICSS)
A5.99

119

Some stakeholders considered the unbundled tariff led to a growth in Information,
Connection and Signposting Services (ICSS) which they saw as detrimental to consumers.
This was because they thought the unbundled tariff led to increased consumer confusion
about call prices and because it enabled higher service charges on some 084 and 087
numbers. A rise in ICSS on these numbers after the introduction of the unbundled tariff is

Annual Market Review for 2016-17, PSA, conducted by mobilesquared, 1 August 2017.
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consistent with bill shock complaints to Ofcom about these numbers increasing over 2017
to 2018, as discussed above, though the number of complaints is too small to place much
weight on this evidence alone.
A5.100

Other stakeholders did not consider it was the unbundled tariff that led to a growth in
ICSS.

A5.101

We have not been able to determine if the unbundled tariff led to an increase in ICSS.
While concerns about ICSS causing consumer harm pre-date the introduction of the
unbundled tariff, we do not know if the unbundled tariff made the situation worse. 120

Some stakeholders considered transit charges were dealt with incorrectly in
the design of the unbundled tariff
A5.102

Some CPs considered that Ofcom made a mistake in the treatment of transit costs when
delineating the access charge and the services charge. Specifically, they considered it
problematic to make the terminating CP responsible for transit costs (as part of the service
charge), rather than this being the responsibility of the originating CP (as part of the access
charge) given it is the originating CP that determines the routing path of a call. We said it
was not clear to us that it would make any difference to actual routing decisions whether
the originating or terminating CP paid, and hence this would only affect which party bore
the cost. 121

A5.103

While we report these comments made by some CPs, we have not evaluated this issue
further. This is because it is a complex issue that we do not see as fundamental to the
decision to introduce the unbundled tariff. Rather it relates to how tariff unbundling was
implemented. Moreover, some of the CPs who raised this issue saw it as closely connected
to Ofcom’s decision in the narrowband review of September 2013 to remove ex ante
regulation of the single transit market and that decision is beyond the scope of this
evaluation. 122

Industry told us the implementation costs of the unbundled tariff
were high
A5.104

In the 2013 Statement, we forecast the one-off resource costs of implementing the
unbundled tariff to be £24.7m to £71.4m, with additional annual costs of £1.4m to £7.4m
per year. 123 In principle, we would like to have compared this to actual costs.

A5.105

However, we have not done so because it would be onerous for CPs, particularly in light of
other demands on them at the time we initiated this review, including related to the

As an example of much earlier concerns about ICSS, the PSA (then known as PhonepayPlus) consulted in July 2012 on a
review of ICSS. It was concerned about the potential for these services to cause significant consumer harm, in particular by
misleading consumers into thinking that the number they were being offered is an actual number of the organisation they
are wishing to dial. There have been various regulatory changes over time in response to these concerns.
121 Paragraph A23.60 of Annex 23 to the 2013 policy position.
122 Review of the fixed narrowband services markets, Ofcom, September 2013.
123 Paragraph 3.28 and Table 3.1 and also paragraph 3.54 of the 2013 Statement.
120
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wholesale fixed telecoms market review, the wholesale voice market review and our future
of telephone numbers review. We would have needed to request significant information
from CPs about changes that occurred over five years ago. The cost information would
have needed to be extensive to allow us to reliably separate incremental spend specific to
the introduction of the unbundled tariff from that which would have been incurred
anyway. There is a risk that the information received would be partial and insufficient to do
this.
A5.106

In our meetings with CPs, most stressed to us that the costs and effort industry needed to
make to implement the unbundled tariff was significant. Some said their perception at the
time of the statement was that the costs were understated, but that they did not have
evidence on the actual costs. The costs included billing system changes, which some
operators told us were substantial and complex. Considerable time and effort was also
needed to agree on the price points and other technical aspects of the new system. CPs
also needed to communicate with SPs about the impact of the new arrangements and to
try to educate consumers about the new arrangements, including changes needed to
literature and marketing.

A5.107

Some CPs told us there were implementation issues that had not been foreseen in the
2013 decision. One example related to ported numbers. For the billing arrangements to
work, there needed to be a single service charge for each number block (consisting of
10,000 numbers). For numbers within a block that had been ported to a different
terminating CP, it was the donor CP that determined the price point, with the recipient CP
having no say on this. But the donor CP no longer had a commercial relationship with the
service provider. This made it challenging and confusing to communicate the service
charge to the service provider.

A5.108

Our cost estimates in 2013 did not include additional costs associated with the
determination of service charge price points. We considered that these were not likely to
be more (and may even be less) than costs that would be incurred otherwise for existing
business processes of negotiating and agreeing wholesale termination rates. 124 Given what
CPs told us of the effort involved in agreeing the new price points, we consider these costs
could have been greater than they would have been otherwise.

A5.109

However, our cost estimates had a wide range with the upper estimate of one-off costs
nearly three times the lower estimate and the upper estimate of annual costs around five
times the lower estimate. This was to reflect the uncertainties over the costs. So, costs
could be some way above the central estimate but still be within the range in the 2013
Statement.

124

Paragraph A1.41 of the 2013 Statement Annexes.
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Ofcom used lab-based behavioural experiments to test potential
remedies
A5.110

We commissioned a lab-based behavioural experiment to test different ways of presenting
call charge information for non-geographic numbers to consumers. 125 The unbundled tariff
remedy that was ultimately adopted was included as one of the options in the experiment.

A5.111

The results of the experiment indicated that unbundled tariffs could lead to better
outcomes for consumers compared to the status quo. However, there were some potential
downsides to this option. For instance, the experiment indicated that the participants
tended to make more errors in choosing the optimal tariff when faced with an unbundled
tariff, suggesting that a number of participants struggled with this option. Furthermore, it
was suggested that the ability of participants in the experiment to remember their
provider’s access charge was something that might not be replicated in the real world and
that the unbundled tariff option tended to increase complexity for the consumer. These
results are consistent with our conclusion described earlier in this annex that the
unbundled tariff does not appear to have led to an improvement in consumer awareness
given that people generally do not know their access charges.

A5.112

The stylized and controlled nature of lab-based experiments provides useful guidance for
policy makers about how users/consumers might respond to the proposed interventions
before they are implemented. They therefore have an important role to play in designing
effective policy interventions that take account of users’ actual behaviour.

A5.113

However, it is generally regarded as best practice to supplement the results of lab-based
experiments with other research, including field trials and randomised control trials, to test
the effectiveness of proposed interventions in a real-world setting. 126 For this policy
intervention, it is not obvious how such trials could have been done. For example, SPs need
to advertise their prices to all consumers, making it difficult to explore the impact only on a
subset of consumers.

A5.114

Behavioural science has continued to develop and evolve since this experiment was
conducted 10 years ago and we are continuing to build our knowledge and understanding
of behavioural economics and behavioural insights. As set out in our 2021/22 Plan of Work,
we will establish a behavioural hub to bring together specialists from across Ofcom to
deepen our understanding of how people make decisions. 127

Experimental work on potential interventions in relation to non-geographic calls, London Economics, August 2011.
Ofcom referred to this research in paragraphs 9.44 to 9.49 in Part B of the 2012 consultation and paragraphs 8.19 and
10.20 of Part B of the April 2013 policy position.
126 See UK Competition Network’s report on Helping people get a better deal: Learning lessons about consumer facing
remedies, October 2018.
127 See page 25, Ofcom’s plan of work 2021/22, 26 March 2021
125
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A6. Quantitative market research
methodology
Methodology
A6.1

For our quantitative analysis of consumer understanding, we have referred to consumer
research conducted in 2011, 2016 and 2021.

A6.2

The 2011 research was conducted in October 2011 via Ipsos MORI’s face-to-face weekly
CAPI omnibus survey, among a representative sample of UK adults aged 16 and over. A
sample of 2,070 quantitative interviews were achieved. The sample was designed to reflect
the profile of UK adults by age and social class. Weighting was then applied to the data to
ensure a precise representation of the UK population, where this was not achieved in the
sample.

A6.3

The 2016 research was conducted in October 2016 via Kantar Media’s face-to-face CAPI
omnibus survey, among a representative sample of UK adults aged 16 and over. A sample
of 2,096 quantitative interviews were achieved. Quotas were set on the sample by gender,
working status and presence of children, to ensure the sample was representative of the
UK. Where this was not achieved, the data was weighted to ensure the sample was
representative of UK adults.

A6.4

In 2021, due to the effects of the Covid-19 crisis we were unable to collect data face-toface, so we conducted the survey using a telephone omnibus survey. The 2021 research
was conducted in January 2021 using Ipsos MORI’s telephone omnibus survey, among a
representative sample of UK adults aged 18 and over. A sample of 2,084 quantitative
interviews were achieved. The achieved sample was compared with the profile of the UK
by age, gender, socio-economic group, working status and region. The data was then
weighted to ensure the sample was representative of the UK on these factors.

A6.5

Due to the enforced change in methodology in 2021, some differences in the data may be
due to the methodology effects influencing the sample. For example, respondents reached
via a telephone interview may be more active users of telephones than respondents
reached via a face-to-face interview. However, out of the methodologies that were viable
during the Covid-19 pandemic, we believe that the telephone omnibus survey was the best
option to obtain a relevant and comparable sample. For example, if we had chosen to
conduct an online survey, we would not have been able to capture the understanding of
the offline population, so our sample would not have been representative of all UK adults,
as the 2011 and 2016 samples were.

A6.6

To account for this change in methodology we have applied more stringent statistical
testing to compare trends. Differences between years have been tested at the 99%
significance level, rather than the usual 95%. However, small differences, even if they are
statistically significant, should still be treated with care due to the methodology effects,
which are hard to measure.
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Sample
A6.7

The following table shows a comparison of the weighted samples from each year of the
quantitative research.

Gender

Age

Socio-economic
group

Working status

A6.8

2011

2016

2021

Female

52%

51%

51%

Male

48%

49%

49%

16-24

15%

14%

11% 128

25-34

16%

17%

17%

35-44

18%

18%

16%

45-54

16%

15%

17%

55-64

15%

17%

15%

65+

20%

19%

24%

AB

26%

17%

26%

C1

29%

32%

27%

C2

21%

21%

20%

DE

24%

30%

24%

Working

54%

52%

59%

Not working

46%

48%

41%

The 2021 survey was conducted among adults aged 18 and over, which was a departure
from the methodology of 2011 and 2016. This causes slight differences in the proportions
of each age category, which are most pronounced in the over 65 age group due to the
distribution of ages. These differences are not of concern to our analysis, as the sample
was representative of the age distribution of the UK at the time, and the proportion of 1617-year olds is relatively low.

This represents the percentage of the sample that were aged 18-24, as the 2021 survey was conducted among adults
ages 18 and over.
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