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INTRODUCTION 

Consumer policy seeks to protect consumers from risks that they cannot be expected to 
tackle as individuals and to empower them to act in their own interests in areas where 
they can and should act themselves. The European Commission has already taken many 
measures to promote a fair, ethical marketplace on the one hand and to inform 
consumers about their rights on the other hand, including EU websites, several consumer 
rights campaigns, financing the European Consumer Centres Network (ECC-Net)1 and 
then online-consumer education site dolceta2.

Building on these and other initiatives, the EU Consumer Policy Strategy3 adopted by the 
European Commission for the years 2007-2013 sets as its main objectives: to empower 
the 493 million EU consumers, to enhance their welfare and to protect them effectively. 
The Strategy defines an empowered consumer as a consumer with “real choices, 
accurate information, market transparency and the confidence that comes from effective 
protection and solid rights”. Empowerment comes both from the capacity of consumers 
themselves but also the strength of the infrastructural framework. This summary report 
addresses only the first component of empowerment.  

The Strategy emphasises the importance of developing a more sophisticated 
understanding of consumers’ actual behaviour in the marketplace. Until now there has 
been a lack of consistent and harmonized data on consumer empowerment at EU or 
national level and therefore this survey provides an answer to a clear policy need. A 
thorough understanding of the European consumers’ capacities, knowledge and 
assertiveness will help to design ‘smart’ policies to identify and empower consumers 
who are disadvantaged and to highlight vulnerabilities in the European population; it will 
help policymakers to draw a line between problems that consumers can be expected to 
tackle and problems which are beyond their capabilities. Moreover, this survey 
constitutes a better empirical basis for robust estimation of the prevalence of overall 
consumer detriment in the EU and of consumer redress, in particular through Alternative 
Dispute Resolution (ADR).  

                                         
1 http://ec.europa.eu/consumers/ecc/index_en.htm
2 http://www.dolceta.eu/
3 http://ec.europa.eu/consumers/strategy/index_en.htm
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Debate has been ongoing for years regarding the appropriate definition of consumers 
who are prone to detriment4. The traditional research approach defines disadvantaged 
consumers as ‘those who are disadvantaged in our society’ on the basis of objective 
socio-economic factors: lower income, older age, lesser education, and belonging to a 
minority group. More recently, a different research approach emerged that focuses on 
the concept of vulnerable consumers: “the actual vulnerability arises from the interaction 
of individual states, individual characteristics and external conditions within a context 
where consumption goals may be hindered and the experience affects personal and social 
perceptions of self”5. For instance, people who are prone to addiction or compulsion are 
more vulnerable consumers if targeted by marketers for alcoholic beverages, as are 
people with poor credit histories if targeted for high interest loans.  

Moreover, the latter research perspective introduces the subjective concepts of ‘personal 
and social self perception’ of the consumer. To identify disadvantaged or vulnerable 
consumers and obtain a more sophisticated profile of them, this survey involves, besides 
socio-economic group variables, subjective characteristics, namely three types of 
consumer confidence: feeling of confident as a consumer, feeling knowledgeable 
as a consumer and feeling protected by consumer law. These three consumer 
confidence measures shed light on the subjective feeling of empowerment of European 
consumers.

This summary report analyses the relation between consumers’ subjective confidence on 
the one hand and their actual capacities, knowledge and assertiveness on the other, in 
order to see whether Europeans’ confidence as consumers is consistent with their actual 
level of empowerment. Of particular interest are the profiles of less competent or 
empowered consumers who feel confident since they can be argued to be the most 
vulnerable. The term ‘vulnerable’ or ‘more vulnerable’ is employed in the summary report 
wherever the findings indicate that a group of consumers, based on their responses, are 
less capable, knowledgeable or assertive than others.   

This summary report describes European consumer empowerment at a general EU level, 
that is, the average for the 27 Member States; exceptional national results will be 
presented as well. Variations according to respondents’ socio-demographic characteristics 
will be commented with a special focus on vulnerable or disadvantaged consumers. It is a 
summary of a full report which is also available and which presents a more thorough 
analysis of the results, including detailed country by country analyses and analyses that 
involve respondents’ indicators of income, education, ethnicity/minority, age, living 
situation and gender.

                                         
4 Garrett, D.E. and P.G. Toumanoff (2010). Are consumers disadvantaged or vulnerable? An examination of 
consumer complaints to the Better Business Bureau. Journal of Consumer Affairs, Vol. 44, No. 1. 
5  Baker, S.M. Gentry, J.W. and T.I. Rittenburg (2005). Building understanding of the domain of consumer 
vulnerability. Journal of Macromarketing, 25 (December), 128-139. 
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The main objective of the summary report is to answer the question: Are European 
citizens sufficiently empowered as consumers? In order to answer this question, this 
summary report is divided into five chapters. The first chapter provides an overall view 
on respondents’ subjective feelings regarding their empowerment. The second chapter 
investigates consumers’ competence in the basic arithmetic numeric skills necessary to 
make purchase decisions and their familiarity with and understanding of packaging and 
labelling information, including logos. The third chapter focuses on respondents’ 
awareness of consumer legislation and their rights with respect to various everyday 
commercial practices. The fourth chapter investigates consumers’ capacity to make 
informed decisions when buying goods and services, including their handling of the terms 
and conditions, price comparison, and familiarity with consumer organisations, TV or 
radio consumer programmes. The fifth chapter provides insights into European 
consumers’ actual detriment and redress behaviour, including level of financial 
detriment; the incidence of involving a public authority or a consumer organisation, or 
taking the business to Court or using ADR. 

**************

This survey was conducted by TNS Opinion & Social at the request of Eurostat and the 
Directorate-General for Health and Consumers (DG SANCO) and was commissioned by 
the Directorate-General for Communication. It combines the results from two waves of 
the special Eurobarometer (EB 73.2 and 73.3). The first wave was held from 26 February 
to 17 March 2010 and involved 28.304 interviews. The second wave took place from 12 
March to 1 April 2010 and consisted of 28.167 interviews. A total of 56.471 interviews 
were carried out6. The methodology used is that of the Standard Eurobarometer surveys 
of the Directorate-General for Communication (“Research and Speechwriting” Unit). A 
technical note concerning the methodology used in carrying out the interviews is annexed 
to this report.  

The Eurobarometer web site can be consulted at the following address: 
http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/index_en.htm

We would like to take the opportunity to thank all the respondents across the continent 
who have given of their time to take part in this survey. 

Without their active participation, this study would simply not have been possible. 

                                         
6 For precise details of the fieldwork dates in each country, please refer to the technical specifications. 
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Note

In this summary report, the countries are represented by their official abbreviations. The 
abbreviations used in this summary report correspond to: 

ABREVIATIONS 

EU27 European Union - 27 Member States 

EU15 
The fifteen Member States that were EU Members prior to 

the accession of ten candidate countries on 1 May 2004 

NMS12 
The twelve Member States that joined the European Union 

in the recent years (2004 and 2007) 

BE Belgium 

BG Bulgaria 

CZ Czech Republic 

DK Denmark  

DE Germany 

EE Estonia 

IE Ireland 

EL Greece 

ES Spain

FR France 

IT Italy

CY Republic of Cyprus 

LV Latvia

LT Lithuania 

LU Luxembourg  

HU Hungary

MT Malta

NL The Netherlands 

AT Austria

PL Poland

PT Portugal  

RO Romania 

SI Slovenia 

SK Slovakia

FI Finland 

SE Sweden 

UK United Kingdom 

IS Iceland 

NO Norway 
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1. CONSUMER CONFIDENCE

European consumers’ subjective perception of their own levels of empowerment was 
measured in three ways7: almost three quarters (73%) feel confident as consumers
and somewhat less (63%) assess themselves as knowledgeable as consumers.
Over half (55%) feel protected by consumer law.

An overall indicator calculated on the basis of the three questions above, reveals the 
following. 

� More than four in ten (44%) of the Europeans surveyed feel confident and
knowledgeable as consumers and protected by consumer law, i.e. they answer 
very or quite on all three aspects. 

� On the other hand, fewer than two in ten (17%) neither feel confident, 
knowledgeable nor protected as consumers. 

� The remaining respondents, less than four in ten (39%), agree with one or two of 
the three statements but not with all three. 

                                         
7  Interviewees were asked the question: In general, when choosing and buying goods and services,  

1. how confident do you feel as a consumer? 
2. how knowledgeable do you feel as a consumer? 
3. how well protected do you feel as a consumer? 
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Four groups of countries can be distinguished clearly, a pattern also underlined by the 
overall indicator. 

� Countries with lowest general consumer confidence, i.e. in all three manners, are 
Greece, Bulgaria and Romania.

� Countries where majorities do not feel knowledgeable or protected are Portugal, 
Spain and Latvia. 
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� Countries with relative majorities feeling confident and knowledgeable, but not 
feeling protected by consumer law are Lithuania, Estonia, the Czech Republic, 
Cyprus, Hungary and Slovakia.   

� Finally, in seven countries an absolute majority of respondents feel confident, 
knowledgeable and protected. All those countries are located in the North of 
Europe. 

In general, interviewees from the North of the EU have the feeling that they are
empowered consumers whereas in the South it is not always the case; and the NMS12 
countries have less empowered consumers than the EU15 countries. 

A general pattern emerged with respect to socio-demographic characteristics involving 
education, occupation, financial situation and internet use: those who spent longer in 
education, are higher on the occupational scale, have no difficulties with paying bills, and 
internet users are more likely to feel confident and knowledgeable as consumers and to 
feel protected by consumer law.  

In the remainder of this summary report it will be examined to what extent these 
patterns of consumer confidence are reflected in Europeans’ actual capacities, knowledge 
and assertiveness as consumers; is Northern Europeans’ self-confidence well founded 
and are Southern Europeans actually less empowered as consumers?; do those socio-
demographic groups who feel less empowered as consumers actually have less 
capacities, knowledge and assertiveness?    

*******************
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2.  CONSUMER SKILLS  

This chapter presents Europeans’ basic arithmetic and financial skills that are necessary 
for making informed purchase decisions; furthermore, their familiarity with and 
understanding of various logos commonly used in the EU that are intended to inform the 
consumer about certain characteristics of products. The primary aim of this chapter is to 
identify those consumers who demonstrate lower levels of consumer skills and can 
therefore be considered more vulnerable. 

2.1.  Arithmetic and financial skills 

Consumers’ basic financial skills were evaluated by presenting them with three consumer 
scenarios, each containing an arithmetic component, of varying degrees of complexity. 

A large majority (80%) of the interviewees answer correctly to a basic numerical skills 
question. They were presented with a scenario where they had to identify the best 
interest rate for a savings or deposit account from four possible options: an interest rate 
of 1 percent, 2 percent, 3 percent or 4 percent (the last being the correct answer) 8.

A vast majority (81%) of the Europeans surveyed give the correct answer to an
intermediate numerical skills test. Respondents were presented with a scenario where 
they had to determine which TV would be cheaper: in shop A, the price is €500 but a 
discount of 10% is offered; and in shop B the same TV is offered for the price is €400 
(the last being the correct answer)9.

Over half of the respondents (56%) answer correctly to an advanced numerical skills 
question. The third arithmetic skills test involved calculating the annual interest on a loan 
for €50,000 at 6% interest per year (the correct answer being that the interest for the 
first year would be €3,000)10.

In short, most Europeans have enough arithmetic skills to compare prices and choosing 
the best interest rate on a savings account, but almost half cannot calculate the annual 
interest on a loan.  

Less than half of the Europeans surveyed are able to provide the correct 
response in all three cases (45%), while close to one-third (34%) give two 
correct answers and almost one in seven (15%) give only one correct answer.
Close to one in twenty interviewees (6%) is not able to give any correct 
answers. 
                                         
8  Interviewees were asked the following question: Thinking now about savings or deposit accounts, which of 

the following would be the best interest rate? Possible answers: 1%, 2%, 3%, 4%. 
9 Interviewees were asked the following question:  The same flat-screen TV is on sale in both shop A and B. 
Which one is cheaper?
10 Interviewees were asked the following question:  A family is charged interest at 6% per year on a 50.000 
euro home loan. How much is the interest for the first year?
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EU Member States with highest percentages of respondents giving three correct answers 
are mostly in the North of Europe; the Netherlands (74%), Denmark (66%), Sweden 
(64%), Germany (62%), Finland (59%), and Belgium (56%); further also Cyprus (59%). 

The Member States with the lowest numbers of people giving correct answers to all three 
questions are Romania (15%), Portugal (21%), Spain (29%), Estonia (33%), Italy 
(34%), Malta (38%), Latvia (38%) and Hungary (40%), the majority of which are 
Southern European Member States.  

2.2.  Capacity to read labels on packaging 

Reading skills are important as well, e.g. to interpret packaging information about 
nutritional information and ‘best before’ dates. Respondents were presented with a 
picture of a breakfast cereal box and asked how many grams of fat there were in 100 
grams of the product (information that was written on the box: 1.5 grams of fat per 100 
grams of product)11; in addition, they were also asked to determine by which date it was 
suggested they could eat the product (also written on the box: June 2008)12.

Example of picture shown on field (actual size of label shown to respondents)

                                         
11 Interviewees were asked the following question:  Looking at this picture, please could you tell me how many 
grams of fat there are in 100 grams of this product?
12 Interviewees were asked the following question:  Still looking at the same picture, could you please tell me 
by which date is it suggested you can eat this product?
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Example of picture shown on field (actual size of label shown to respondents)

Almost six in ten (58%) of the respondents are able to read the label correctly
and a large majority (82%) of the interviewees are able to identify the ‘best-
before’ date. Overall, more than half (54%) of the respondents got both 
answers right.

2.3.  Capacity to read EU consumer logos 

Various commonly used EU logos provide useful and important information to consumers. 
To examine whether European consumers recognise such logos and are able to interpret 
them correctly, they were presented with five EU consumer logos and asked to indicate 
whether or not they were familiar with them13. Only the logos were shown, with 
identification letters, neither their names nor their meanings were provided at this stage.   

                                         
13 Interviewees were asked the following question: Among the logos on this card, please select the ones you 
are familiar with.
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Around two-thirds of the Europeans surveyed are familiar with Logo B (66%) 
and Logo E (64%); and just over half with Logo D (55%). The two other logos 
are far less familiar to consumers: Logo C (17%) and Logo A (16%). 

More than one in ten (11%) respondents claimed they had never seen any of the logos 
before, and one in twenty (5%) did not know if they recognised them.   

In general, familiarity with the three most well-known logos B, E and D is lower in NMS12 
countries than in the EU15 countries. In addition, almost a quarter (23%) of respondents 
in NMS12 countries say they had never seen these logos before (compared with 8% in 
the EU15 countries). The highest percentages of respondents who have never seen the 
five logos before are in Bulgaria (31%), Romania (28%) and Poland (25%). On the other 
hand, only 2% of respondents say so in Denmark, the Netherlands, and Sweden; 
percentages lower than 5% were also recorded in France, Luxembourg, Slovenia and 
Finland.  

- 11 - 
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All respondents, irrespective of their familiarity with the various logos, were asked if they 
knew the meaning of each one in turn, being offered a list of ten possible meanings. 

Close to one-third (34%) can indicate the correct meaning of the Organically 
Farmed Product Logo (A). A further 15% think incorrectly that it implies a product 
meets strict ecological standards or is eco-friendly. Moreover, the relative majority 
(41%) say they don’t know. 

Only a quarter (25%) of the Europeans knows the real meaning of the Product 
Complies with EU Legislation Logo (B), even though it is the most well-known 
logo. One-third of the respondents (33%) believed incorrectly that it implies the product 
is made in the EU. Almost three out of ten respondents (29%) say they don’t know.  

Member States where the correct meaning was mentioned most often are Finland (50%), 
Luxembourg (49%) and France (42%);and least often in Romania (4%), Bulgaria (5%), 
Spain (9%) and Portugal (9%). 

- 12 - 
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Only one in eight (12%) Europeans knows the meaning of the Ecological Product 
Logo (C), namely a product that meets strict ecological standards: it is eco-friendly. Almost 
half (47%) of the interviewees say they do not know what the logo means. Others think it 
means a product that has been made in the EU (18%), a product that conforms with the 
relevant European legislation (9%), or a product that is organically farmed (8%). Close to 
one in twenty (6%) give other definitions. 

Half of the respondents (50%) know the meaning of the Recyclable Paper 
Product Logo (D), that is a product made of paper that can be recycled. Nevertheless, 
37% of the interviewees do not know its meaning and 13% of the respondents give 
another definition. 

Awareness of the correct meaning is highest in the member States Sweden (83%), 
Denmark (81%), the Netherlands and Finland (each 76%), but lowest in Romania (24%), 
Bulgaria (27%), Italy (29%), Lithuania and Poland (both 31%).  

- 13 - 
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Almost two-thirds (63%) of the interviewees know the meaning of the 
Detrimental to Health if Product Not Used Properly Logo (E). This is the best 
understood logo (and also the second most well-known) of the logos tested in this 
survey. Still, a quarter (25%) of respondents say that they do not know the meaning and 
a small minority (8%) think it indicates the food is in direct contact with material that is 
non-edible (e.g. plastic). Another 4% of the respondents gave various other definitions.  

The correct answer is cited most frequent in Slovenia (89%), Belgium (86%), Denmark 
(84%) and France (83%); whereas less than a quarter of respondents in Bulgaria (24%) 
and Romania (18%) know the correct meaning. In general, fewer people in NMS12 
countries give the correct meaning (38%) than in EU15 countries (69%). 
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Summarizing the results for recognition of the EU consumer logos, more than a fifth 
(22%) of respondents are not able to correctly identify the meaning of any of the 5 logos 
shown. Comparable proportions of interviewees know the meaning of only one of the 
logos (21%), of two logos (25%), and of three logos (20%). Just over one in eight 
(12%) of the Europeans interviewed are sufficiently well-informed to be able to correctly 
provide the meaning of four or five of the logos.   

Interviewees who do not know the meaning of any of the logos are most frequent in 
Romania (63%) and Bulgaria (56%); followed on some distance by Poland (40%), 
Hungary (37%) and Lithuania (36%). In contrast, Member States with the highest 
percentage of interviewees who are able to identify the meaning of four or five logos are 
Finland (33%), Denmark (29%) and Malta (27%).  

People in the EU15 countries tend to be more aware of the meaning of the logos; 84% 
can provide one correct answer or more, compared to only 59% of respondents in NMS12 
countries. 

2.4.  Vulnerable consumers in terms of skills 

The primary aim of this chapter was to identify those consumers who demonstrate lower 
levels of consumer skills and can therefore be considered more vulnerable in this area.  

The profile of vulnerable consumers emerging from country-by-country analyses, and 
socio-demographic analyses of the interviewees’ consumer skills is as follows: 

� In general, consumers in the Eastern and Southern European Member States and 
in the Baltic States appear to be more vulnerable: particularly those in Romania, 
Bulgaria, Hungary, Portugal, Spain, Italy, Latvia, and Lithuania. 

� More vulnerable consumers tend to be those who are: less educated (i.e. left 
school at the age of fifteen or younger), fifty-five years of age or older, living 
alone, house persons, retired, widowed, those who have difficulties with paying 
their bills, low on the ‘social staircase’, internet non-users and those who have 
never used a computer.  

� Less vulnerable but noteworthy for their relatively weak arithmetic skills are 
younger consumers aged 15-24, women, and those with a different mother 
tongue than that of their country of residence; the latter two groups are also less 
competent interpreting packaging labels.

Overall, when comparing Europeans’ consumer confidence, that is their subjective 
perception of how empowered they are - as described in the preceding chapter - to their 
actual consumer skills as presented in this chapter, a clear pattern emerges: those who 
feel confident and knowledgeable as consumers are more likely to have sufficient 
numeric skills and abilities to interpret labelling information than those who feel less 
confident or knowledgeable as consumers. The same is true with feelings of being 
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protected by consumer law: the more numerical abilities to identify correctly the 
informative logos, the more they feel protected.  

To a certain extent this is reassuring since it suggests that those who may be in need of 
greater support or education to improve their consumer skills recognise the fact.  
However, the extent to which they will seek to develop the skills they lack or take 
advantage of support if it is offered is something that cannot be addressed through the 
simple competence based questions discussed in this chapter.  

************************
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3.  AWARENESS OF CONSUMER LEGISLATION  

This chapter investigates how aware Europeans in fact are of consumer laws. Also in this 
chapter, special focus is on identifying consumers who are vulnerable: where they can be 
found and which characteristics they have. Three themes of EU consumer legislation will 
be treated in this chapter: unfair commercial practices, cooling-off periods after a 
purchase, and guarantee periods.  

3.1.  Unfair commercial practices 

Three instances of unfair commercial practices will be addressed in this section, each 
referring to a specific EU Directive: unfair commercial practices involving free goods 
(Directive 2005/29 on Unfair Commercial Practices); unordered goods (Directive 2005/29 
on Unfair Commercial Practices); and airline tickets (Directive 2005/29 on Unfair 
Commercial Practices and Regulation 1008/2008 on common rules for the operation of 
air services in the Community).  

A majority (72%) of respondents are correctly aware that it is illegal to offer 
‘free’ goods in return for dialling a costly premium rate telephone number14.
Even so, almost one-fifth (18%) of respondents think it is legal. A further 8% don’t know
and a small minority 2% believe this practice is allowed for certain goods.  

                                         
14 Interviewees were asked the question: QA8 An advertisement in your newspaper says: "Free sunglasses, just 
call this number to collect them". You call the number and later you discover that it is a very costly premium 
rate telephone number.  Was the advertisement legal or illegal? 
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Fewer than four in ten (39%) respondents correctly know that they are obliged 
neither to pay the bill coming with unordered goods nor to send back the goods.  
Respondents were asked to imagine a scenario where they receive two educational DVDs 
by post, though they haven’t ordered them, together with a €50 bill for the products15.
Fewer than four in ten respondents correctly know that they don’t need to pay the bill 
and are not obliged to send the DVDs back (39%). However, more than half the 
respondents incorrectly believe they don’t need to pay the bill, provided they send the 
DVDs back (53%). Six percent say they don’t know the answer, and only 2% think they 
are obliged to pay.

The majority of consumers (56%) are correct in identifying that an advert for 
the price of air tickets must state the total amount to be paid, including taxes, 
fees and charges16. Fifteen percent believe that the taxes, fees and charges do not 
need to be included in the price displayed while 11% feel there’s no specific rule for what 
information has to be shown. Another 18% of respondents say they don’t know which 
rule applies.  

The respondents were also asked whether they had personally purchased airline tickets 
over the last 12 months17. Just over one in five respondents (21%) did it. Analysing the 
results for those who have purchased airline tickets over the last twelve months shows 
greater awareness of the applicable laws. Of these airline ticket purchasers, 66% (10 
points more than the EU average) know that the advert must state the total amount to 
be paid, including taxes, fees and charges. A further 19% think the taxes and fees don’t
need to be shown, and 11% believes there is no specific rule. Only 4% of recent flyers 
are don’t know which one is the relevant rule. 

                                         
15 Interviewees were asked the question: Imagine you receive by post two educational DVDs that you have not 
ordered, together with a 50 Euros bill for the products. Are you obliged to pay the bill? 
16 Interviewees were asked the question: Which rule do you think applies about advertising the price of air 
tickets?

- 18 - 
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3.2.  Cooling-off periods after purchase 

EU legislation has been developed to provide cooling-off periods after a purchase has 
taken place so to enable consumers to return goods or services. This section presents 
Europeans’ knowledge about legislation on three types of cooling-off periods: after 
distance selling (Distance Selling Directive 97/7/EC); after distance selling of financial 
products (Directive 2002/65 concerning the distance marketing of consumer financial 
services); and after doorstep selling (Directive 85/577 to protect the consumer in respect 
of contracts negotiated away from business premises).  

Just over six in ten consumers (62%) are correctly aware of their right to 
return a good they had purchased through distance selling, that is by post, 
phone or internet, four days after delivery, for a full refund, and without giving 
any reason18. Just over a quarter (26%) believes this is not possible, whilst the 
remainder (12%) do not know their rights.  

                                         
18 Interviewees were asked the question: Suppose you ordered a good by post, phone or the Internet, do you 
think you have the right to return the good you ordered 4 days after its delivery and get your money back, 
without giving any reason?
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European consumers’ awareness varies greatly when it comes to their rights 
regarding cooling-off periods after distance selling of financial products. A 
scenario was presented to the interviewees where they take out car insurance and then 
decide to cancel the contract two days later if they discover a better deal19. Only a 
quarter of consumers (28%) correctly understand they are allowed to cancel the 
contract, without paying anything. A similar proportion (27%) feels they have the right to 
cancel the contract, but will have to pay an administration fee, which is incorrect. Around 
one in ten believe incorrectly that they can cancel the contract, but won’t get any money 
back (11%), while 18% feel they do not have the right to cancel the contract at all. The 
remaining 16% of respondents don’t know what their rights are.  

More than four in ten (44%) respondents know that they have the right to 
return a good after doorstep selling and get their money back without giving 
any reason. Respondents were presented a case where a consumer purchases a 
vacuum cleaner from a door-to-door salesman, but discovers a better deal two days 
later20.In contrast, a similar proportion incorrectly believes they do not have this right 
(40%), while 12% say they don’t know the answer. A very small proportion of 
respondents answered that this practice does not happen in their countries (4%). 

                                         
19 Interviewees were asked the question: Imagine you purchase car insurance over the telephone, the internet 
or by post. Two days later you discover a better deal with another provider and you decide to cancel the 
original contract. Do you have the right to do that?
20 Interviewees were asked the question: Imagine a salesman calls uninvited at your door demonstrating a 
vacuum cleaner. You buy the vacuum cleaner from him, but two days later you discover a better deal. Do you 
have the right to return the vacuum cleaner and get your money back without giving any reason?
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3.3.  Knowledge of the length of guarantee validity rights 

This section presents Europeans’ awareness of EU legislations on guarantee periods 
(Directive 99/44/EC of the sale of consumer goods and associated guarantees).  

Respondents were presented a scenario in which an 18-month old fridge needs repair or 
replacement, in the absence of an extended commercial guarantee21. On the one hand, 
39% of the interviewees correctly understand that they are entitled to a free repair or 
replacement, but on the other hand, an even higher percentage, 44% of respondents 
believe they are not. The remaining interviewees either feels it depends on the specific 
scenario (9%), or they say they don’t know (8%).   

3.4.  Awareness of EU consumer legislation across the EU 

This section summarizes the correct answers of the interviewees across all seven 
consumer laws included in this survey. Overall, 4% of the Europeans surveyed do not 
give a correct answer to any of the questions on consumer laws, whereas at the other 
end of the spectrum, only 2% can answer all seven questions correctly. In between these 
two extremes, the awareness rates are as follows: 9% give one correct answer, 18% two 
correct answers, 23% three correct answers, 22 % four correct answers, 15% five 
correct answers, and 8% six correct answers.  

                                         
21 QA7 Imagine that a new fridge you bought 18 months ago breaks down. You didn't buy any extended 
commercial guarantee. Do you have the right to have it repaired or replaced for free? 
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Interviewees with highest awareness of EU consumer legislation, i.e. who give correct 
answers to all seven questions on EU consumer laws, are found most often in Germany 
(7%), Finland (each 4%), the Netherlands, Slovakia, the Czech Republic, and Denmark 
(each 3%); nevertheless, the very highest percentage is found in the non-EU country 
Norway (8%).  

The top list of countries with highest awareness stays the same when involving also 
those with five or six correct answers, and with Sweden and Malta joining in: highest 
percentages of interviewees who give at least five correct answers to the seven 
questions, are found in Norway (56%), Germany (47%), Finland (42%), Denmark 
(38%), the Czech Republic (36%), the Netherlands (32%), Sweden (31%), Malta (29%), 
and Slovakia (28%).
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3.5.  Vulnerable consumers in terms of awareness 

The aim of this chapter was to examine Europeans’ actual awareness of EU consumer 
legislation, with a special focus on identifying consumers who are vulnerable.  

Countries with lowest awareness of EU legislation in general amongst the 
respondents are: Romania, Bulgaria, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Ireland, and Portugal: 
highest numbers of respondents who give not any correct answer are Romania (13%), 
Bulgaria (8%), and Ireland (7%); this top list of countries with lowest awareness of 
consumer laws remains the same, with slightly altered order, if we also include 
interviewees who gave one or two correct answers, with Greece and Luxembourg joining 
the list. Highest percentages of respondents who give at most two correct answers to the 
seven questions on EU legislation are found in: Romania (64%), Bulgaria (62%), Greece 
(49%), Hungary (46%), Italy (39%), Luxembourg (37%), Portugal and Ireland (36% 
each), and Poland (34%). 

An exception here is legislation on airline tickets advertising where the lowest awareness 
is found in Romania and Bulgaria, and surprisingly, also in Sweden, Denmark, and 
Austria where, in other areas, consumers demonstrate a high awareness of their rights. 
Secondly, awareness of laws on airline ticket advertising is at comparable levels in 
NMS12 countries and EU15, countries whereas awareness of all other laws examined in 
this survey is lower in NMS12 countries than in EU15 countries. 

Characteristics of consumers with limited awareness of EU consumer legislation
are: young, i.e. aged fifteen to twenty-four, left school at the age of fifteen or younger, 
has a different mother tongue than that of the country of residence, may be a house 
person, or retired, or a student, has difficulties with paying bills, places himself or herself 
low on the social staircase, may be widowed, never used a computer, and does not use 
the internet.  
To resume, these characteristics are ordered below according to decreasing vulnerability, 
in relation to specific EU consumer legislation, and supplemented with apparent 
deviations from this general pattern. 

� Firstly, the most vulnerable are those who don’t use the internet, those who 
never used a computer, and widowed persons; they are least aware of consumer 
legislation in almost all (six to seven) of the eight cases presented in this survey.  

� Second most at risk are the youngest aged fifteen to twenty-four, those who left 
school at the age of fifteen or earlier, and those who have difficulties with paying 
their bills; they have the lowest awareness in five of the eight cases.  

� Thirdly, house persons, students, and those who place themselves low on the 
social staircase have lowest awareness of consumer laws on three of the eight 
cases, in particular concerning cool-off periods. 
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� Fourthly, limited awareness of consumer laws is observed amongst persons fifty-
five years of age or older (but only on airline ticket adverts and cooling-off 
period for goods), those who live alone (only on airline ticket adverts and 
guarantee periods) and, surprisingly, managers (only on free foods and cross-
border transactions). 

Regarding consumer confidence, overall, those who feel confident or knowledgeable as 
a consumer, and those who feel protected by consumer laws are more often aware of EU 
consumer legislation than those who do not feel this consumer confidence.  

Closer examination however reveals a few exceptions to this general pattern: for 
guarantee periods and air tickets adverts, the small differences tend to point into the 
opposite direction, namely those who give the wrong answer tend to feel more consumer 
confidence. This is most strikingly in the ‘free’ goods situation, where there is indeed 
‘over-confidence’, i.e. clearly higher consumer-confidence in all three ways, but 
consistently related to an incorrect answer.   

******************************************
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4.  CONSUMER ENGAGEMENT 

While the preceding chapters of this summary report treated Europeans’ consumer 
confidence, consumer skills, and awareness of EU consumer legislation, the present 
chapter will focus on the actual purchase behaviour of the Europeans surveyed.  
The main goal in this chapter is to examine how empowered European consumers 
actually are in their daily practice; again with special focus on identifying consumers who 
are vulnerable, where they can be found and which characteristics they have.  

This chapter discusses the amount of time the interviewees spent shopping and the way 
they compare prices; whether terms and conditions are read; service providers and 
internet; consumers’ familiarity with TV or radio consumer programmes, consumer 
organisations or other places to obtain consumer information. The last part of this 
chapter addresses respondents’ inclination to talk to others about their good and bad 
purchase experiences and the actual incidence of problems will be discussed. 

4.1.  Time spent shopping 

In a typical week respondents spend on average 3.2 hours shopping (inclusive of 
grocery shopping, shopping for goods and services and online shopping)22. A quarter of 
respondents estimate that they spend around two hours a week shopping but, at the 
extremes, 6% of people say they do not spend any time shopping in a typical week and 
12% say they spend 6 hours or more shopping.  

                                         
22 Interviewees were asked the question: In a typical week how many hours do you spend shopping (please 
include both grocery shopping and other types of shopping including comparing offers between goods and 
services and on-line shopping)?
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On average most time spent shopping in a typical week is by consumers in the Czech 
Republic and Romania (3.8 hours), Bulgaria, Austria and the UK (3.7 hours each). The 
least time spent on shopping is by respondents in Portugal, (two hours), Greece, France 
and Cyprus (2.4 hours). Furthermore, respondents in NMS12 spend more time shopping 
(3.6 hours on average) than those in EU15 (3.2 hours).  

4.2. Comparing products 

This section presents interviewees’ shopping behaviour prior to the actual purchase.
Whether they compare the prices of goods by looking at the price per unit measure, for 
example price per kilo, per metre or per litre and how often they do that. Furthermore, 
this section discusses the sources of information that respondents use when making a 
comparison between products such as a household appliance or electronic good.   

Almost half (48%) of the respondents always or often compare the price of 
goods in terms of price per unit23. Over one in five (21%) say they always compare 
the price of goods in this way and over a quarter (27%) say they do this often. Just over 
a fifth say they sometimes compare prices using these types of measure (21%). The 
remaining respondents rarely (13%) or never (17%) look at prices per unit. Finally, 1% 
of the respondents answer that they do not know. 

                                         
23 Interviewees were asked the question: In the last 12 months, how often have you compared the price of 
goods by looking at the price per unit measure for example, price per kilo, per metre or per litre?
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The majority (58%) of European consumers compare durable products, such as 
household appliance or electronic goods, mostly by visiting different shops24.

The next most likely source of information is consulting family and friends (31%). Around 
a quarter consult price comparison websites on internet (27%) while 19% look at the 
general media (radio, TV, newspapers) and a similar proportion (18%) mention online 
shops (excluding price comparison websites). The remaining options receive are 
mentioned less often: other Internet websites (14%) and specialised consumers 
magazines (11%). Some consumers (7%) say spontaneously they do not compare 
prices, while 2% say they don’t know the answer.

In brief, though internet plays a significant role in providing comparisons, 
people still prefer to make their comparisons through visiting shops or 
consulting family and friends; only 11% of respondents use internet as their 
only resource for making comparisons for this type of purchase.    

                                         
24 Interviewees were asked the question: Thinking about the last time you purchased a good, such as a 
household appliance or electronic good, which of the following did you consult in order to make a comparison? 
(MULTIPLE ANSWERS POSSIBLE)
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4.3. Reading terms and conditions  

This section addresses the way European consumers handle the terms and conditions 
that come with a product or service they purchase. The interviewees were asked about 
their behaviour in this respect referring to two different situations: firstly, when signing a 
service contract, for example for gas, electricity, mobile phone, bank account or 
insurance, and secondly when buying a good or service on internet. Moreover, reasons 
why consumers do not read the terms and conditions will be discussed in more detail. 

Two-third (67%) of the interviewees say they read the terms and conditions of 
a service contract partially or completely, when considering their last experience of 
signing a contract for a service25. Almost a quarter (24%) of the respondents say they 
did not read them. Of the interviewees who read the terms and conditions, only around 
half read them carefully and completely (31% of all respondents) and the others read 
them only partially (36%). Furthermore, 8% of the respondents said that they had never 
signed this kind of contract and 1% that they did not know. 
In all the countries surveyed, the absolute majority of respondents read the terms and 
conditions at least in part. However, at least three in ten respondents in the UK, Spain 
and Belgium say they did not at all read the terms and conditions.  

Over half of the respondents (57%) who did not read the terms and conditions 
(full or at all) of a service contract give as a reason that the contract was too 
long /required too much time to read26.

                                         
25 Interviewees were asked the question: Please think about the last time you signed a contract for a service, 
for example, gas, electricity, mobile phone, bank account or insurance. Did you read its terms and conditions?
26 Interviewees were asked the question: Why did you not read it all? (MULTIPLE ANSWERS POSSIBLE)
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Two other reasons share the second place, each mentioned by over one third (35%): the 
print size was too small and they trusted the service provider. Other reasons for not 
reading the terms and conditions include: the contract was too difficult to understand 
(26%), you have to accept whatever it says in any case (15%) and it is not worthwhile 
as the forms always contain the same information (10%). Less than one in ten 
respondents said the seller did not give them enough time to read the terms and 
conditions (9%) or that these forms contained little useful information (5%).  

N: 32.019 respondents  
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Over seven in ten (72%) of the respondents who bought something on the 
Internet read the terms and conditions27. Still, only 42% did that carefully and 
completely and 30% read them only partially. A substantial proportion said that they did 
not read the conditions at all (27%) and 1% said that they did not know. 

In all the countries surveyed, the majority of respondents do read the terms and 
conditions, at least partially, with the exception of the Netherlands, were a fifty-fifty 
divide is found between those who say they did and those who don’t (both 50%). 
Relatively high percentages of respondents who say they did not read the terms and 
conditions are found also in Sweden (41%) and Norway (43%). 

Respondents seem to be more cautious buying on Internet than when signing a service 
contract: not only are the terms and conditions on the Internet read slightly more often 
(72% versus 67%), but also read more carefully and completely (42% versus 31%). 

N= 21.853 respondents 

Almost half of the respondents (47%) who did not read the terms and 
conditions (full or at all) when buying on the Internet give as a reason that the 
contract was too long /required too much time to read; more than four in ten 
(44%) say they trusted the website28.

                                         
27 Interviewees were asked the question: Thinking about the last time you purchased a good or a service over 
internet for private use. Did you read the conditions of sale?
28 Interviewees were asked the question: Why did you not read it all? Please still refer to the last time you 
purchased a good or a service on internet. (MULTIPLE ANSWERS POSSIBLE)
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Fewer respondents mention the reasons you have to accept whatever it says in any case 
(16%), the print size was too small (15%), it’s not worthwhile as the forms always 
contain the same information (15%) or the terms and conditions were too difficult to 
understand (14%).

N=
12.480 respondents 

4.4.  Buying on the Internet 

More than half (52%) of the Europeans surveyed bought something on the 
Internet in the last 12 months prior to the interview. A quite significant proportion of 
respondents however have never shopped on-line: around four in ten Europeans 
(39%)29. A closer look at the results reveals that the majority of those who used 
websites to buy goods or services did so in the last three months. Furthermore, almost 
one in ten bought something on the Internet more than one year ago (8%). 

                                         
29 Interviewees were asked the question: When did you last buy or order goods or services for private use via a 
website? Note that order or purchase goods or services by email is not considered as a purchase or order over 
the Internet. 
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Those interviewees who had never purchased anything over the Internet or who had last 
done so more than a year ago were asked about their reasons for not buying on the 
Internet in the past 12 months30.

Half (50%) of the respondents who did not buy on the Internet say that is because they 
prefer to shop in person, to see the goods; one-third (34%) say they have not needed it. 

The next most frequently cited reasons for not buying on the Internet are payment
security concerns (20%) and trust concerns about receiving or returning goods and 
complaints/ redress concerns (15%). Three other reasons were mentioned by at least 
one in ten respondents: “force of habit” (12%), “you are loyal to shops (11%) and 
“privacy concerns” (10%). 

In brief, apparently the main reasons for not buy over the Internet are related 
to preferences and habits rather than to security concerns or lack of trust in 
providers.  

                                         
30 Interviewees were asked the question: Why have you not bought/ordered any goods or services over the 
Internet for your own private use in the last 12 months? 
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4.5.  Apparent interest in consumer information 

Consumers’ interest in consumer information can manifest itself in various ways. They 
may actively go out and seek consumer information. They may be familiar with consumer 
organizations or public agencies representing and protecting consumers. They may be 
interested in consumer programs on television or radio depicting consumer problems and 
providing consumer advice. This section addresses all three issues. 

The vast majority (87%) of Europeans do not seek pro-actively for information 
on consumer rights31. Only 12% have done so in the past year; 1% say ‘don’t know’. 

Almost half of the respondents (49%) mention the name of at least one 
consumer organisation in their country32. Awareness of public authorities is lower, 
with a quarter (25%) of interviewees able to name at least one public authority.  
Almost one third (32%) of respondents say they don’t know, they are unable to name 
any consumer organisation or public authority representing and protecting consumers in 
their country.  
                                         
31 Interviewees were asked the question: In the last 12 months, did you go looking for information on your 
rights as a consumer?
32 Interviewees were asked the question: Thinking about (NATIONALITY) consumer organisations or public 
agencies/ authorities, can you please name any organisations representing and protecting consumers in (OUR 
COUNTRY) that you have heard of?
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More than six in ten consumers have watched or listened to a consumer programme 
(64%)33, though only one in six (17%) follow these programmes on a weekly basis. Just 
over a fifth (21%) watch or listen to these programmes about once a month, and 26% 
do so less than once a month. Close to three in ten respondents say they never listen to 
or watch these programmes (29%) and 5% claim never to have heard of such 
programmes. 2% answer that they don’t know. 

                                         
33 Interviewees were asked the question: There are programmes on the TV (and radio), which show problems 
frequently encountered by consumers and provide advice on rights and actions to be pursued. How often have 
you watched or listened to such programmes during the last 12 months?
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4.6.  Talking about positive and negative purchase experiences 

This section presents the Europeans’ basic individual disposition to express their feelings 
about negative consumer experiences compared to their sharing of positive consumer 
experiences. Both these measures may yield indications of levels of consumer 
empowerment, both directly – by establishing whether people are prepared to talk about 
experiences – and indirectly, by knowing the extent of such behaviour and considering its 
impact on the likelihood that others will recognise their consumer rights and feel 
empowered to act on them.

Respondents were asked how many people they told about the last problem they had as 
consumers (excluding the employees of the business concerned)34. As a counterpart to 
the that question, respondents were asked also how many people they told about the last 
good experience they had related to a good, a service, a retailer or a provider (again 
excluding telling the employees of the business concerned)35.

On average, consumers tell 3 to 4 people (average= 3.5) about it if they have a 
negative experience as a consumer36. More specifically, 23% of consumers told no
one, whereas 20% of consumers shared their experience with four people or more. Half 
(50%) of consumers told at least one person37. Close to a quarter of respondents (23%) 
say they never had a problem.  

On average, European consumers tell 3 to 4 people (average=3.8) about their 
positive consumer experiences; a slightly higher number than for negative 
experiences (3.5 as noted above). More than six in ten respondents (61%) told at least 
one person of the good experience they had38, including a quarter of respondents who 
told four people or more. Almost a quarter (24%) told no one, while 8% never had a 
good experience and 7% answered that they do not know.  

                                         
34 Interviewees were asked the question: I would now like you to think about the last problem you had as a 
consumer. This could be any problem, related to a good, a service, a retailer or a provider. How many people, 
apart from the employees of the business concerned, did you tell, in total, about the last problem you had as a 
consumer? 
35 Interviewees were asked the question: I would now like you to think about the last good experience you had 
with a good, a service, a retailer or a provider. How many people, apart from the employees of the business 
concerned, did you tell, in total, about the last good experience you had as a consumer?
36 The average does not take into account respondents who never had a problem, those who do not remember 
with how many people exactly they shared their experience and of course those who refuse to answer. 
37 This is the group of respondents whose answers were taken into account when calculating the average. The 
following groups of respondents were excluded from the calculation of the average: a) respondents who 
answered no one; b) interviewees who claimed they have never had a problem; c) respondents who answered 
don’t know 
38 This is the group of respondents whose answers were taken into account when calculating the average. The 
following groups of respondents were excluded from the calculation of the average : a) respondents who 
answered no one; b) interviewees who claimed they have never had a problem; c) respondents who answered 
don’t know
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4.7. Vulnerable consumers in terms of consumer engagement 

The objective of this chapter was to investigate to what extent European consumers 
make informed decisions, with a special focus on identifying consumers who are 
vulnerable in this respect. Here, the profile of vulnerable consumers, as emerging from 
country-by-country, socio-demographic analyses, and consumer confidence analyses is 
different from the previous profiles sketched in the preceding chapters.

Countries with lowest levels of empowered purchase behaviour of respondents, 
regarding comparing prices, reading terms and conditions, and/or showing interest in 
consumer information are: the United Kingdom, on all three issues, followed by Spain on 
the latter two, and then Belgium with respect to the first two topics. Other countries with 
fewer comparing prices are Luxembourg and Ireland. Member States with highest 
numbers of interviewees not reading terms and conditions on the Internet are the 
Netherlands and Sweden. Finally, countries with the lowest levels of apparent interest in 
consumer information are: Lithuania, Latvia and Poland, with the largest number of 
respondents unfamiliar with national consumer organizations; Spain with almost half of 
the interviewees never watching or listening to consumer programmes; and Greece and 
Hungary by the fewest respondents actively seeking information on consumer rights. 

Characteristics of European consumers vulnerable in terms of limited 
empowered purchase behaviour, in order of decreasing risk, are as follows.  

� Firstly, the most vulnerable are those who don’t use the internet and widowed 
persons. They show least empowered purchase behaviour, in all three topics, i.e. 
comparing prices, reading terms and conditions, and interest in consumer 
information.  

� Secondly, students, persons who place themselves low on the social staircase, 
persons without any computer skills, and persons who have difficulties with 
paying their bills. They tend to have no interest in consumer information and not 
to compare prices – with the exception of those who have difficulties with paying 
their bills. The latter are most inclined to always compare prices, nonetheless, 
they are less inclined to read terms and conditions of service contracts.   

� Thirdly, house persons, retired persons, and unemployed persons show lowest 
interest in consumer information.  

Turning to consumer confidence, the Europeans surveyed who feel confident as a 
consumer show better empowered purchase behaviour, in all three topics, i.e. comparing 
prices, reading terms and conditions, and interest in consumer information.  

Interviewees who feel knowledgeable as a consumer show higher general interest in 
consumer information than those who don’t feel knowledgeable, and are more inclined to 
read terms and conditions of service contracts.  

Finally, respondents who feel protected by consumer law, as expected, appear to be 
more familiar with national consumer bodies and more often watch consumer 
programmes on TV or radio than those who do not feel protected by consumer law.   
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5.  DETRIMENT AND REDRESS  

This final chapter five examines Europeans’ ‘after-purchase’ behaviour, in particular when 
they experienced an unfortunate purchase. The major aim of this chapter is to provide an 
overview of European consumers’ actual detriment in unfortunate purchases and insights 
into their redress behaviour. The chapter focuses on consumers who had a bad purchase 
experience over the last twelve months: the incidence of turning to public authorities or 
consumer organisations, or taking the business to Court or an out-of-Court dispute 
settlement body (ARD) and the reasons if they did not do so. Finally, the subjective 
financial thresholds to take a complaint to Court or an out-of-Court dispute settlement 
body will be discussed. 

5.1.  Incidence and magnitude of consumer detriment in the EU 

The respondents who had experienced a problem in the past year for which they felt they 
had legitimate cause for complaint (QA2739) were asked to estimate, as accurately as 
they could, the total value of any financial losses involved as a result of the problem 
(QA3040). If consumers had experienced multiple problems (QA2941), they were asked to 
provide an estimate of loss only for the most recent (for reliability purposes). 

More than one in five (21%) European consumers have encountered a problem 
in the past 12 months with a good, a service, a retailer or a provider, and for which 
they had legitimate cause for complaint. The majority (78%) haven’t encountered such a 
problem and 1% answer that they do not know. 

Close to four in ten interviewees in the Netherlands has encountered a problem (38%), 
followed by at least three in ten consumers in Denmark (31%) and Sweden (30%). In 
contrast, more than eight in ten consumers say they haven’t encountered such a problem
in Lithuania (99%), Portugal (90%), Romania (88%) and Hungary (86%). Overall, 
people in NMS12 countries report a lower incidence of experiencing problems – only 13% 
have experienced problems (compared to 22% of those in EU15).  

For the 21% of respondents who have encountered a problem in the last 12 months42,
the majority of them encountered only one such problem (63%), while 31% 
encountered two or more problems. The rest of the respondents answer “at least one 
problem, but cannot remember exactly how many” (4%) or that they do not know (2%). 
On average, these respondents have experienced 1.6 problems. In all Member States, 
most consumers who had problems have experienced only one such problem.
                                         
39 QA27 In the past 12 months have you encountered any problems for which you had legitimate cause for 
complaint with a good, a service, a retailer or a provider? 
40 QA30 Thinking about the last problem you encountered, could you please estimate the total value of any 
financial losses involved as a result of this problem? It doesn't matter if you are not entirely sure; we are 
interested in your estimations. 
41 QA29 Could you please tell me how many such problems you encountered over the last 12 months? 
42 10.946 respondents in total.  
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Those respondents who had experienced a problem were also asked to estimate the total 
financial loss associated with their most recent problem. The average estimated value 
of such losses is €375 and the median estimated value is €18. 43 One third (33%) of 
respondents say the last problem they encountered did not cost them anything (from a 
financial point of view). Another 14% of respondents say it cost them between €1-€20, 
while 9% estimated the loss at €21-€50 and another 9% at €51-€100. The rest of the 
respondents gave an answer greater than €100: 8% (€101-€200), 8% (€201-€500), 4% 
(€501-€1000), 2% (€1001-€2500), 1% (€2501-€5000) and 1% more than €5000. 1% of 
the respondents refused to answer to the question. Ten percent of respondents who were 
asked the question did not give an answer. 

Base: respondents who have encountered a problem (n=10.945) 

The average losses, based on consumer estimates in Denmark, Lithuania, Ireland and 
Spain all exceed €1,000. By contrast, there are five countries where consumers estimate 
their average financial loss as less than €100: Poland, Hungary, Slovakia, Bulgaria and 
the Czech Republic. In general, people in EU15 countries tend to estimate higher financial 
losses than those in NMS12 countries (€412 versus €119 on average). 

                                         
43 The average does not include respondents who refused to answer and those who answered don’t know
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It appears that the financial detriment in most cases involves small sums, although there 
are areas like financial services and real estate, in which the amount can be considerably 
larger. At an EU level, this figure can be substantial and it is estimated to be in 
the magnitude of 0.39% of GDP of the EU.

5.2.  Willingness to take action 

This section presents the interviewees’ willingness to take action in case of consumer 
detriment, in two ways: their a priori subjective willingness as well as their actual actions 
after experiencing an unfortunate purchase. 

The majority (71%) of those respondents who had not experienced a consumer 
problem are inclined to make a complaint if they would have. Close to one-fifth 
(22%) of them say they wouldn’t and the remaining 7% do not know.44.

This inclination to make a complaint is most likely in Sweden (91%), Luxembourg (87%), 
the Netherlands, Germany and Cyprus (84% each). In contrast, the Baltic States have 
highest numbers of consumers explicitly saying they would not make a complaint: 
Lithuania (69%), Latvia (53%) and Estonia (47%). 

Base: respondents who have not encountered a problem (n=42.457) 

                                         
44 Interviewees were asked the question: If you had experienced such a problem in the last 12 months, do you 
think that you would have made a complaint to the retailer, the provider or the manufacturer?
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More than three-quarters (77%) of the respondents who experienced an 
unfortunate purchase actually took some form of action in response to their 
problems, whereas 23% took no action at all45. Those who took action were most likely 
to do so in the form of making a complaint to the retailer or provider (65% of all 
experiencing a problem). Fewer made a complaint to the manufacturer (13%) and even 
fewer took more formal action, in the form of utilising an out-of-court dispute settlement 
body (ADR) (5%) or taking the business(es) concerned to Court (2%).   

Base: respondents who have encountered a problem (n=10.945) 

Almost eight in ten (78%) of the interviewees who had experienced a consumer 
problem made a complaint to the retailer, provider, and/or manufacturer about
at least one problem46, whereas more than one in six (16%) did not. The majority of 
respondents (59%) made a complaint about only one problem, whilst 21% made 
complaints regarding two or more problems. 

By contrast, a higher proportion of affected consumers did not make a complaint about 
the problem in Romania (59%), as well as Latvia (46%), Estonia (38%), Bulgaria (32%) 
and Lithuania (31%). 

                                         
45 Interviewees were asked the question: As a consequence of the problem(s) you encountered, did you take 
any of the following actions? (MULTIPLE ANSWERS POSSIBLE)
46 Interviewees were asked the question: For how many of the problems that you encountered in the last 12 
months did you make a complaint to the retailer(s)/ provider(s)/ manufacturer(s)?
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Consumers in the EU15 countries are more likely to have complained about at least one 
problem (84%) compared to NMS12 countries (75%). At the same time, 24% of 
consumers in NMS12 didn’t make a complaint (compared to 15% in EU15). 
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5.3.  Involving public authorities or consumer organisations 

Only 16% of those consumers who experienced problems involved public 
authorities or consumer organisations in at least one problem47.

Vast majorities of aggrieved consumers in all countries say they did not involve public 
authorities or consumer organisations, most marked in Greece, Denmark and the Czech 
Republic (at least 92% did not make a complaint). On the other hand, consumers in 
Spain (30%), Slovenia and Slovakia (both at 25%) and Hungary (23%) are the most 
likely to have complained to a public authority or consumer organisation.  

More than four in ten (44%) of the consumers who experienced a problem do 
not make a complaint because they already received a satisfactory result from 
the retailer or provider48.

The next most common reason for not making a complaint, mentioned by almost a 
quarter is that the sums involved were too small (24%). It is reassuring to note that 
relatively few respondents did not take this route due to expectations of an 
unsatisfactory response or outcome. For example, only 15% believed they were unlikely 
to get a satisfactory result, and similar numbers said they thought it would take too long 
or take too much effort (13% each). 

Not knowing whom to complain to (9%) and not being sure of one’s rights as a consumer
(9%) are both relatively infrequently cited reasons for not taking a complaint down these 
routes. A more detailed account of consumer awareness of specific organisations is 
included in chapter three.

                                         
47 Interviewees were asked the question: For how many of the problems that you encountered in the last 12 
months did you make a complaint to a public authority or a consumer organisation as well as or instead of the 
retailer(s)/ provider(s)/ manufacturer(s)?
48 Interviewees were asked the question: Thinking about the last time you encountered this kind of problem but 
did not make a complaint to a public authority or a consumer organisation, why did you not complain? 
(MULTIPLE ANSWERS POSSIBLE)
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Half of those who took a complaint to public authorities or consumer 
organisations is satisfied with the assistance they received; even so, more than 
four in ten are dissatisfied. So satisfaction with the help of public authorities or 
consumer organisations varies widely49. More specifically, 18% is very satisfied, and 32% 
is only fairly satisfied; as to the dissatisfied interviewees, 19% are not very satisfied and 
22% are not at all satisfied. Another 9% of respondents answered that they did not 
know.

Base: respondents who made a complaint to a third part (n=1.762) 

                                         
49 Interviewees were asked the question: Thinking about the last time you made a complaint to a public 
authority or a consumer organisation about the problem you had, were you satisfied with the help you 
received?
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5.4.  Obstacles in turning to Court or out-of-Court dispute 
settlement body (ADR) 

The reasons people give for not taking a business to court50 are similar to the 
reasons given for not taking the complaint to the public authorities, with 40% of 
respondents saying they had already received a satisfactory result from the 
seller/provider of the good/service.

Around a quarter (26%) say that the sums involved were too small, with 16% saying it 
would have taken too much effort. 13% of respondents gave as a reason that they 
thought the procedure would be too expensive with respect to the sum involved and 12% 
said they thought it would take too long.

Around one in ten respondents said they thought the procedure would be too complicated 
(11%) and a similar number said they did not know how to proceed (9%). A small 
minority of consumers expressed the view that they did not want to take a business to 
court on their own (4%). 

                                         
50 Interviewees were asked the question: Thinking about the last time you encountered this kind of problem but 
didn’t take the businesses concerned to Court, what were the main reasons for that? (MULTIPLE ANSWERS 
POSSIBLE)
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Reasons for not involving the business concerned to an out-of-court dispute 
settlement (ADR)51 are, again, mainly that a satisfactory result was received from the 
seller/ provider of the good/service (41%) and also that the sums involved were too 
small (23%) to justify such a course of action.  
A range of other reasons were all mentioned less frequently and the patterns broadly 
reflected those discussed when considering not taking a business to court. However, it is 
noteworthy that 8% of respondents refer to the fact that they simply did not know that 
such things existed. 

Financial threshold for involving Court varies greatly amongst consumers. 52 The 
majority (53%) gave a figure somewhere between €101 and €2,500 but 5% said they 
would go to court for a loss of under €20 and 4% would only go to court over a financial 
loss in excess of €5,000. A relatively large proportion of consumers either refused or felt 
unable to answer this question (17%) and 8% said they would never take the business to 
court, no matter the sum involved.  

                                         
51 Interviewees were asked the question: Thinking about the last time you encountered such a problem but 
didn’t take the business concerned to an out-of-court dispute settlement body (ADR), what were the main 
reasons for that? (MULTIPLE ANSWERS POSSIBLE) 
52 Interviewees were asked the question: How much would you have to lose in financial terms, because of a 
problem with a good, a service, a retailer or a provider, to convince you to take the business concerned to 
Court as an individual? 
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The financial threshold for taking a case to alternative dispute resolution 
mechanisms (ADR) tend to be lower than those at which they would take a business to 
court53. Almost four in ten (38%) of respondents identify a threshold point at €200 or 
below (compared to 27% for taking a business to court) but 15% selected a value in the 
range €101-€200. A quarter of respondents would go to ADR for values in the range 
€200 and €1,000 and 11% would only go to ADR for values of €1,000 or even higher. 
The remaining respondents either answered don’t know/refused (19%) or said they 
would never use ADR (7%).  

5.5. Vulnerable consumers in terms of detriment and redress 

The profile of vulnerable consumers with respect to detriment and redress, as 
emerging from country-by-country analyses, socio-demographic analyses and consumer 
confidence analyses confirms broadly the profile sketched in the previous chapter four on 
Europeans actual purchase behaviour, but with a few exceptions. 

Countries with lowest levels of seeking redress are Romania, Bulgaria, the Baltic 
States Estonia, Lithuania and Latvia. Least tendency to share negative purchase 
experiences with others is found in Italy, Romania, Portugal and Poland. In comparison, 
the most talkative consumers are found in Sweden, Denmark and the Netherlands.  
Willingness to make a complaint is weakest in the Baltic States Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, 
and to some extent in Romania, Ireland and Denmark, but strongest in Sweden.  
NMS12 countries show lower levels of assertive redress behaviour than EU15 countries.  

Countries with highest reported incidence of detriment are, remarkably, the 
wealthier Northern-European countries Sweden, Denmark, and the Netherlands (and also 
the non EU countries Norway and Iceland).  
This may be due to the wording of the question: ‘any problems of which you had 
legitimate cause for complaint’ which assumes awareness of consumer legislation, which 
is higher indeed in those countries, as we saw in chapter three. In short, the higher 
incidence of unfortunate purchases may be an indicator of the assertiveness of the 
consumers.
Furthermore, highest estimated financial losses are recorded in Denmark, Ireland, Spain 
(and Norway).  

European consumers vulnerable in terms of limited empowered redress 
behaviour, in order of decreasing vulnerability are as follows. 

                                         
53 Interviewees were asked the question: How much would you have to lose in financial terms, because of a 
problem with a good, a service, a retailer or a provider, to convince you to take the business concerned to an 
out-of-Court dispute settlement body as an individual?

- 46 - 



Special EUROBAROMETER n°342                       CONSUMER EMPOWERMENT

� Firstly, the most vulnerable consumers appear to be those who never used a 
computer, interviewees who don’t use the internet and widowed persons. They 
show least empowered redress behaviour, in terms of their littlest willingness to 
take action in case of consumer detriment and their lesser involving of public 
authorities or consumer organisations. While they least often obtain satisfactory 
redress from the seller or provider of a good or service, they still are most likely 
to say they “never” will take a complaint to Court or an ADR. 

� Secondly, also more vulnerable regarding various aspects of consumer detriment 
and redress are the groups quite similar to the ‘traditionally disadvantaged in our 
society’. The oldest age group of fifty-five and up, the least educated who left 
school at the age of fifteen or earlier, and retired persons, have in common that 
they tend to be less talkative, and also say they will “never” take a complaint to 
Court or ADR. Further, those who have difficulties with paying their bills most of 
the time, or place themselves low on the social staircase, and Europeans with a 
different mother tongue than that of their country of residence, they share a 
lower chance of obtaining satisfactory redress from the seller or provider of a 
good or service. 

� Thirdly, not the most vulnerable consumers, but still worthy of attention in this 
respect are the youngest age group 15-24, house persons, and Europeans who 
are born outside the EU. 

Regarding consumer confidence, the Europeans surveyed who feel confident as a 
consumer, feel knowledgeable as a consumer, or feel protected by consumer law, all 
show more empowered attitude and behaviour regarding detriment and redress, in most 
ways. They suffer lower financial detriment, have a stronger willingness to take action, a 
priori and also in fact, more often receive a satisfactory result from the seller or provider 
of the good or service, and they are more satisfied with the help they received from 
authorities or consumer organisations in solving a dispute.   

Those who feel confident as a consumer, and those who feel knowledgeable as a 
consumer, moreover, tend to be more talkative to others about their bad purchase 
experiences in the first place. 

Interestingly, the confident consumers, and those who feel protected by consumer law 
are less likely to make a complaint to a public authority or a consumer organisation. This 
may be a consequence of their assertive attitude and actions: they are more decisive to 
obtain redress directly from the seller or provider, take action immediately and do so 
successfully.  

**************************
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CONCLUSION

In the light of the EU Consumer 2007-2013 Consumer Policy Strategy, the purpose of 
this study was to gain insight in European consumers’ actual behaviour in the 
marketplace, more specific, in their capacities, knowledge and assertiveness. This survey 
constitutes an empirical basis for robust estimation of the prevalence of overall consumer 
detriment and redress in the EU, including Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR).  

Special focus in this summary report was on identifying the more disadvantaged or 
vulnerable consumers in the EU and obtain a sophisticated profile of them. Moreover, the 
relation between consumer confidence on the one hand and consumers’ actual capacities, 
knowledge and assertive behaviour on the other is investigated, in order to see whether 
Europeans’ confidence as consumers is consistent with their actual level of 
empowerment. Of particular interest are the profiles of the less empowered consumers 
who yet feel confident, because they can be considered the most vulnerable consumers. 

Countries with overall smallest number of empowered consumers are found in 
Latvia, Lithuania and Romania, followed by Hungary, Bulgaria, Spain, Ireland and the 
United Kingdom. There are some exceptions to this pattern.  
One exception is legislation on air tickets adverts: lowest awareness is found in Romania 
and Bulgaria, but surprisingly, also in Sweden, Denmark, and Austria, countries with 
generally high awareness of consumer rights. Awareness of laws on air tickets adverts is 
at comparable levels in NMS12 countries and EU15 countries, whereas awareness of all 
other laws examined in this survey is lower in NMS12 countries than in EU15 countries.  

Characteristics of generally most vulnerable European consumers, in order of 
decreasing vulnerability are:  

� Firstly, the most vulnerable consumers appear to be those who never used a 
computer, interviewees who don’t use the internet and widowed persons. They 
show least empowered consumer behaviour, in all ways measured in this survey.  

� Secondly, also vulnerable are those who have difficulties with paying their bills, 
those low on the social staircase, and retired persons. They show least 
empowered consumer behaviour, in all ways measured here, with the exception 
that their obtaining redress is slightly more assertive than the first group above. 

� Thirdly, vulnerable consumers but only with respect to specific topics, the oldest 
respondents aged 55 for their limited basic consumer skills and obtaining redress; 
the youngest age group aged 15-24 for their limited awareness of EU consumer 
legislation; and the least educated who left school at the age of fifteen or earlier, 
who show lesser levels on all three topics.  

Regarding consumer confidence, the Europeans surveyed who feel confident as a 
consumer, feel knowledgeable as a consumer, or feel protected by consumer law in 
general show more assertive consumer behaviour. There are only few exceptions though 
to this pattern.  
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Only very small or no differences were found between those who were and those who 
were not aware of legislation on guarantee periods, cross-border transactions and airline 
ticket adverts. Most strikingly, in the latter cases, the small differences tend to point into 
the opposite direction: those who give the wrong answer tend to feel more consumer 
confidence. This is most strikingly in the ‘free’ goods situation, where there is indeed 
‘over-confidence’, i.e. clearly higher consumer-confidence in all three ways, but 
consistently related to an incorrect answer. 

Another exception is that the non-confident consumers, when buying on the internet, are 
more inclined to read the conditions on sale.  

********************************************


