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3. PRICES 
Price levels are an important element in consumers’ decision-making and as such should be 
carefully monitored. However, availability of comparable and representative price level data 
is still rather limited. 

The data presented in the Scoreboard come from several sources. The prices of network 
services include data routinely provided to Eurostat by Member States (gas, electricity, postal 
services, fixed telephone), complemented by data from relevant Commission reports (cross-
border parcel delivery, broadband internet access).34 Vehicle fuel prices are published weekly 
by the Commission’s Market Observatory for Energy, which uses data received from Member 
States. Lastly, a pilot project carried out by Eurostat and National Statistical Offices, currently 
in its fourth year, aims to present detailed price levels for specific groups of products, 
supplementing existing statistics with price indices.35 The project has grown since last year in 
terms of the number of products (from 87 to 156) and the number of participating countries 
(from 25 to 27). 

The products presented in Figures37 18 to 21 have been split into the following groups, 
reflecting the market clusters identified in the Scoreboard: fast-moving retail goods, (semi-) 
durable goods, vehicle fuels, recreational and personal care services, and network services 
(the latter group covering public utilities, telecom and transport services). The horizontal axis 
presents the degree of price variation for each product across the EU. To take account of local 
costs and purchasing power, which have an influence on national price levels, the vertical axis 
presents the degree of correlation between price levels and actual individual consumption per 
capita.36 Of particular concern are high price differentials that are not or negatively correlated 
with purchasing power, indicating that consumers in less affluent countries pay (relatively) 
higher prices (most of the products in the bottom right quadrant in the charts fall under this 
category). While this can be explained in some cases by differences in consumption patterns 
(e.g. olive oil is much more popular in Southern than in Northern Europe), it may also be a 
sign of market malfunctioning. However, since overall only a few items are in the bottom 
right quadrant, it is possible to conclude that differences in prices across countries are 
influenced mainly by relative purchasing power. This could be the result of producers’ pricing 

                                                 

 
34  Intra-community cross-border parcel delivery, Study on behalf of the European Commission, Directorate-

General for Internal Market and Services, December 2011 –
http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/post/doc/studies/2011-parcel-delivery-study_en.pdf.  
Broadband internet access cost, Study on behalf of the European Commission, Directorate-General for 
Information Society and Media, August 2011 – http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/digital-
agenda/scoreboard/docs/pillar/study_broadband_access_costs.pdf. 
Digital Agenda Scoreboard. https://ec.europa.eu/digital-agenda/en/scoreboard. 

35  The data are part of an experimental project, based on figures used to calculate Harmonised Indices of 
Consumer Prices, which aims to measure inflation and not to compare price levels. Therefore, the products 
included within the same general product description are not necessarily fully comparable. In different 
countries, different products may be selected, e.g. those which are most typical for the country concerned, 
and the products selected may therefore be of different quality, different brands or from different types of 
outlets. Further details are available at:  
 http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/hicp/methodology/prices_data_for_market_monitoring. 

36  Actual individual consumption is the total of individual goods and services consumed by households and 
financed from both private and public sources. 
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strategies (for tradable goods) and of differences in the cost of labour (in the case of services 
and non-tradable goods).  

In general, price variation37 is higher in services markets (0.5 for recreational and personal 
care services, 0.4 for network services) than goods markets (0.1 for fuels, around 0.3 for fast-
moving and semi-durable goods) – a reflection of the lower tradability of services. Non-
tradability is also a determinant of price variation for some goods. This is clearly the case for 
newspapers and magazines, both in the upper right quadrant (these are mostly non-tradable 
because of language and cultural barriers). Price variation may also be linked to differences in 
tax and excise levels. For instance, alcoholic beverages and cigarettes show 
higher-than-average price variation and a strong correlation with purchasing power, most 
likely reflecting the fact that, in some richer (e.g. northern) countries, taxes on these products 
tend to be particularly high. For some goods (such as wine) price differentials could also be 
explained by differences in the quality levels of the goods purchased (prices are not fully 
adjusted for quality levels). In less affluent countries, for example, consumers tend to buy 
cheaper wine. 

The prices of recreational and personal care services show the greatest correlation38 with the 
levels of consumption (0.75). Semi-durable and fast-moving consumer goods have on average 
similar levels of price dispersion, but the former show a higher correlation with consumption 
levels (0.6 against 0.4). This can be explained by the fact that, for semi-durable goods, 
geographical price dispersion in the EU has a greater tendency to reflect differences in the 
quality of goods purchased in more affluent or less affluent Member States. The lowest 
correlation with consumption levels is found in vehicle fuels (0.3) and network services 
(0.35), and the correlation is actually negative for some telecom services such as telephone 
national long distance calls, lasting 10 minutes.  

There is a clear need to increase the number of prices collected in order to cover all 51 
markets included in the Scoreboard and all Member States. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                 

 
37  These are simple arithmetic averages of the coefficients of variation observed in the different markets. 
38   These are simple arithmetic averages of the correlation coefficients observed in the different markets. 



 

EN            EN 
  

39

 

Figure 17: Prices of fast-moving retail goods — variation across EU countries and relation to consumption 

 
Source: Table 4 

Figure 18: Prices of (semi-)durable goods — variation across EU countries and relation to consumption 
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Source: Table 4 

Figure 19: Prices of vehicle fuels — variation across EU countries and relation to consumption 

 

Source: Table 5 

 

Figure 20: Prices of recreational and personal care services — variation across EU countries and relation 
to consumption 
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Source: Table 4 

 
Figure 21: Prices of network services — variation across EU countries and relation to consumption 
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Source: Table 4 and Table 5 

It is also possible to look at how comparative price levels have evolved over time, i.e. whether 
there has been a trend towards price convergence or divergence in the EU. These statistics, 
which are collected in the framework of purchasing power parities,39 give some indication of 
the differences in price levels across Member States (despite some known limitations). 

Figure 22 shows the coefficient of variation of comparative price levels in the EU Member 
States for final household consumption and for the different COICOP40 categories into which 
it can be broken down. Available evidence seems to support the hypothesis that price 
dispersion in the EU has decreased from 1999 to 2011 both for total household consumption 
and for most COICOP categories. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 22: EU27 price evolution in COICOP categories — coefficient of variation of comparative price 
levels for final household consumption in %41 

                                                 

 
39  Price level indices and changes in them over time do not only reflect differences in the prices of comparable 

products but are also influenced by different patterns of consumption across Member States and over time. 
40  COICOP — Classification of Individual Consumption According to Purpose. 
41  Source: own estimate based on Eurostat data. 
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By looking at the same coefficient of variation computed on total household consumption for 
the different European aggregates (Figure 23) it is possible to see that the decreasing price 
dispersion at EU level has been influenced by a price convergence process observed across 
the twelve Member States that joined the EU after 2004, while dispersion across the EU15 
Member States has remained stable. In the euro-area the speed of convergence process has 
been broadly in line with that observed for the EU27. The convergence can be attributed to 
the combined effect of different inflation rates and diverging exchange rates. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 23: Price evolution– coefficient of variation of comparative price levels for final household 
consumption in %42 

                                                 

 
42  Source: own estimates based on Eurostat data. 
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Lastly, the convergence of EU15 and EU12 price levels has also played a role, but this does 
not appear to have been very significant, as comparative EU15 price levels  fell by only 0.4 % 
between 1999 and 2011 (EU27=100).43  

4. COMPLAINTS 
Figure 24 presents the overall consumer complaints collected by third-party complaint bodies 
(e.g. consumer authorities, regulators, consumer organisations, alternative dispute resolution 
bodies) in the Member States. These data have been collected according to different 
methodologies and therefore cross-country comparability is very low. For most countries, the 
figures are incomplete (national authorities were unable to provide the total number of 
complaints collected by the various third-party bodies). In some cases (e.g. Germany and 
Poland), the overall figures include both complaints and enquiries. 

                                                 

 
43  It has gone down from 105.5 to 105.1 (EU27=100), meaning that prices in the EU15 are still roughly 5 % 

higher than in the EU as a whole and that the difference has decreased only slightly over time. Source: own 
estimates based on Eurostat data. 
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Figure 24: Consumer complaints by country — 2009-11 (in thousand) 

 

* Both enquiries and complaints (rest of countries reports only complaints). 

- UK data covers the period April 2010 — March 2011 
- SI data covers only the insurance market. 
 
Source: National consumer authorities 

In May 2010, the Commission adopted a Recommendation introducing a harmonised 
methodology for classifying and reporting consumer complaints and enquiries.44 The 
collection of complaints data on a comparable basis across the EU would allow for a faster, 
better-targeted, evidence-based policy response at EU or national level to the problems 
experienced by consumers. The Recommendation is addressed to all third-party complaint 
bodies and calls on them to classify complaints according to common rules and to report their 
overall figures to the Commission. The system does not cover consumer complaint handling 
mechanisms operated by traders. 
 
The Commission has been supporting national partners in the implementation of the 
Recommendation. During the past year, dedicated country workshops took place in 14 
countries. The Commission has also provided free software to all interested organisations that 
do not yet have a specific IT data-collection system in place and technical specifications and 
financial support (in the form of grants) to organisations adapting their existing IT systems to 
                                                 

 
44 C(2010)3021 final. 
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the requirements of the Recommendation. In 2013, in addition to the support received so far, 
organisations will be able to receive free-of-charge IT expert visits aimed at developing 
customised IT solutions. 

To date, complaint bodies from around a third of Member States have started sending 
harmonised complaint data to the Commission and organisations from a number of other 
countries intend to follow suit in the near future. Belgium and Spain have by far the largest 
number of participating bodies. Currently, there are almost 50 000 complaints and almost 
220 000 enquiries in the database. Figure 25 presents the breakdown by country. 

Figure 25: Harmonised consumer complaints by country — 2011/2012 

 

Except for Belgium and (to a lesser extent) Spain, the complaint data collected according to 
the harmonised methodology still represent only a tiny fraction of all the complaints collected 
by third-party complaint bodies. Yet, even this small sample already gives a first picture of 
the situation in different markets. As the data for Belgium is most complete, further analysis 
will focus on this country as a case study. 

The Complaints Recommendation is based on a modified COICOP classification and includes 
86 sectors, 49 of which are covered in the Scoreboard45. A breakdown by sector of the 
                                                 

 
45 The sector classification used in the Complaints Recommendation has been developed on the basis of 

discussions with the Consumer Complaints Expert group (set up for this purpose in 2008 and bringing 
together representatives from consumer authorities, consumer organisations, sectoral regulator bodies, self-
regulatory bodies, ADR bodies and European Consumer Centres), the results of an external study and a 
public consultation carried out in 2009. The COICOP classification has been slightly modified, inter alia 
based on best practices from the national complaints classification. For instance, sectors such as bank 
accounts, investment products, mortgages, and loans and credit cards (shown to be particularly problematic 
for consumers) were added to the classification (in COICOP system, all these sectors fall under ‘other 
financial services’). More background on the process is available at: 
http://ec.europa.eu/consumers/complaints/policy_framework_en.htm 
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complaints made by Belgian consumers is presented below. Overall, Belgian consumers are 
most likely to complain about continuous services such as telecoms and energy services. The 
five markets with the largest number of complaints are internet provision, electricity services, 
house maintenance, mobile telephone services and fixed telephone services. In general, 
consumers tend to make considerably fewer complaints about goods markets, with the 
markets for ICT goods, furniture and furnishing, clothing and footwear, electronic goods and 
house maintenance products recording the highest numbers. Hard complaints data largely 
confirm the picture emerging from the market monitoring survey, with a correlation of 0.5 
between the number of complaints per market recorded in the database and the percentage of 
consumers in the survey who report that they had encountered a problem and complained 
about it.46 

Figure 2: Harmonised consumer complaints by market – Belgium, 2011/12 

 

Figure 27 shows that issues related to ‘Unfair Commercial Practices’ (such as misleading 
contractual terms and conditions, incorrect or misleading indication of prices and labelling, 
misleading or unsolicited advertising) have been the most common reason for complaints in 
Belgium, representing a third of all complaints. These are followed by issues linked to 
‘delivery of goods / provision of services’47 and ‘invoicing / billing and debt collection’ and a 
cluster of contract related problems, including the quality of goods and services and 
warranties. 

                                                 

 
46 It should be noted, however, that the bases of Belgian consumers who say in the market monitoring survey that 

they have experienced problems in a given market and complained about those are very low.  
47 Some problems relating to the delivery and the provision of services may also be of a contractual nature. 



 

EN            EN 
  

48

 

Figure 27: Harmonised consumer complaints by problem – Belgium, 2011/12 

 

As for the selling methods, e-commerce records the highest number of complaints (23 %), 
followed by distance sales by phone and post (20 %). 

Figure 38: Harmonised consumer complaints by selling method -- Belgium, 2011/12 
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5. SAFETY 
Ensuring that the goods and services consumers buy and use are safe is a key priority of 
consumer policy. To this end and as a follow-up to the Consumer Agenda48 and Single 
Market Act II49, a new ‘Product Safety and Market Surveillance Package’ is being prepared, 
aimed at improving the currently fragmented European market surveillance and enforcement 
systems. 

Aside from some specific sectors such as transport, there is a general lack of comparable data 
on the safety of goods and services. Current work is focused on encouraging the 
implementation of the Commission Recommendation on harmonised complaints data, which 
also includes safety. Currently, the complaints database includes less than 500 complaints 
linked to the safety of goods and services (around 1 % of all complaints). However, it already 
gives some indication of potential safety problems in different markets. When the complaints 
database grows, the safety data will be combined with other Scoreboard indicators. 
Continuing with the Belgian example, consumers appear to be more concerned about the 
safety of goods than of services, with the markets for meat, other food products and alcoholic 
beverages recording the largest share of complaints. 
Figure 29: Consumer safety complaints by market – Belgium, 2011/12 

 

                                                 

 
48 COM(2012) 225 final 

49 COM(2012) 573 final 
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In addition to consumer complaints, the European Injury Database (IDB)50 provides 
information on products that are responsible for accidents and injuries in the EU. The data 
include annual EU-wide samples of about 280 000 incidents, collected by more than 90 
hospitals in 12 EU countries. As the IDB product categories are not based on the COICOP 
classification, in most cases it is difficult to establish a direct link with the categories used in 
the Scoreboard. However, some categories, such as furniture and household appliances, are 
similar in both classification systems. Table 3 indicates that ‘building (component) or related 
fitting’ (e.g. bathtubs, stairs, pipes, swimming pools), ‘ground surface’ (e.g. sloping/uneven 
surface, body of water such as sea, lake or river), ‘equipment used in sports/recreation’ and 
‘furniture/furnishings’ are the categories most often involved in accidents and injuries. 
However, the actual percentages are rather low because of the large share of ‘other and 
unspecified products’ responsible for accidents. 
 
Table 3: Safety figures from the European Injury Database (2010) 

IDB Product category Country 
  AT CY CZ DK DE IT* LV MT NL SI 

Appliance mainly used in 
household 0.9 % 0.8 % 0.7 % 0.3 % 0.5 % 0.5 % 0.3 % 0.2 % 0.1 % 0.3 % 
Building, building 
component, or related fitting 11.6 % 49.2 % 10.8 % 1.9 % 10.2 % 7.7 % 11.2 % 8.2 % 2.4 % 13.6 % 
Equipment mainly used in 
sports/recreational activity 19.7 % 0.4 % 6.5 % 2.8 % 1.7 % 0.2 % 1.7 % 0.7 % 1.0 % 2.0 % 
Fire, flame, smoke 0.0 % 0.1 % 0.2 % 0.1 % 0.0 % 0.0 % 0.3 % 0.2 % 0.0 % 0.1 % 
Furniture/furnishing 5.9 % 4.2 % 4.7 % 2.2 % 4.5 % 5.9 % 2.6 % 0.7 % 0.7 % 1.6 % 
Ground surface or surface 
conformation 1.8 % 12.2 % 3.3 % 0.3 % 2.4 % 0.1 % 12.4 % 1.6 % 0.8 % 3.0 % 
Hot object/substance not 
elsewhere classified 0.1 % 1.7 % 0.7 % 0.1 % 0.0 % 0.6 % 0.9 % 0.7 % 0.0 % 0.2 % 

Infant or child product 2.1 % 0.2 % 6.3 % 1.5 % 3.6 % 1.2 % 0.8 % 0.3 % 0.3 % 0.3 % 
Item mainly for personal use 2.6 % 1.0 % 0.6 % 0.7 % 2.2 % 0.5 % 0.2 % 0.8 % 0.8 % 0.4 % 
Tool, machine, apparatus 
mainly used for work-related 
activity 3.6 % 0.4 % 0.7 % 1.4 % 1.5 % 1.1 % 8.4 % 1.9 % 0.2 % 2.2 % 
Utensil or container 2.2 % 4.7 % 0.6 % 0.3 % 0.4 % 1.2 % 1.3 % 1.3 % 0.2 % 0.5 % 
Other, unspecified and not-
product related cases 49.4 % 25.0 % 64.8 % 88.1 % 73.0 % 81.0 % 59.8 % 83.5 % 93.5 % 75.9 % 

* The data for Italy refer to 2009. 

Source: IDB, KfV 

Further information on the safety of products on the market is provided by the two EU-wide 
rapid alert systems for the notification of dangerous consumer goods: RAPEX51 for non-food 
products and RASFF52 for food and feed products. Figures 30 and 31 show a breakdown by 
product category, excluding the categories accounting for less than 1 % of notifications. 

                                                 

 
50  The data is directly accessible at:   

https://webgate.ec.europa.eu/sanco/heidi/index.php/EU_Injury_Database_(IDB). 
51 RAPEX: Rapid Alert System for non-food consumer products. 
52 RASFF: Rapid Alert System for Food and Feed. 
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‘Clothing, textiles and fashion items’, ‘toys’ and ‘motor vehicles’ are the non-food products 
notified most often, while ‘nuts, nut products and seeds’, ‘fruit and vegetables’ and ‘fish and 
fish products’ top the list of notifications among food and feed products. However, it should 
be taken into account that some products are traditionally subject to more inspections than 
others. 

Figure 30: Notifications of dangerous non-food products by product category 

 

Source: RAPEX annual report 2011 

Figure 31: Notifications of dangerous food and feed products by product category 

 

Source: RASFF annual report 2011 
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Additional insights into the safety of a range of recreational and personal care services are 
provided by the recent survey53 which examined, for the first time, European consumers’ 
perceptions and experiences of the safety of accommodation, organised outdoor leisure 
activities, swimming pools, beauty and wellness centres, and amusement parks and 
fairgrounds. Two-thirds (66 %) of respondents consider organised outdoor activities (such as 
skiing, canoeing and mountain biking) to have the highest frequency of accidents resulting in 
injuries, followed by amusement parks (33 %) and swimming pools (29 %). When it comes to 
the actual experience of injury when using these services, the ranking of services is the same 
but the incidence is rather low. Europeans are most likely to report an accident resulting in 
injury when using organised outdoor leisure activities (11 %). Fewer than 5 % report injuries 
in swimming pools (4 %) and amusement parks and fairgrounds (2 %). 

Figure 32: Perceived risks and experience of injury in recreational and personal care services 

Sour
ce: Flash Eurobarometer 350 on Safety of services, 2012 

Most (54 %) of the respondents said that the accident was their own fault, or the fault of the 
user. One in five (20 %) said the bad state of the premises or equipment was to blame, while 
16 % said that the staff were at fault due to insufficient competence. Around one in ten 
blamed insufficient supervision (13 %), insufficient warnings about risks (12 %) or 
insufficient instructions on use (8 %). 

                                                 

 
53  Flash Eurobarometer 350 ‘Safety of services’ was conducted using telephone interviews (fixed-line and 

mobile phone) in May 2012, with 25 524 respondents aged 15 and above across all 27 Member States. 
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Figure 33: Causes of accidents in recreational and personal care services 

 
Source: Flash Eurobarometer 350 on Safety of services, 2012 

Most accidents resulted in superficial injury (49 %), or serious but temporary injury (46 %). 
Fatal accidents and accidents resulting in permanent disability are rare, but do occur (both 
2 %). 

6. CONCLUSIONS AND NEXT STEPS 
The Consumer Markets Scoreboard is a screening tool indicating where consumer markets 
may be failing consumers and where further analysis should focus. 

Evidence-gathering at EU level is a useful source of robust and comparable data for 
policymakers and stakeholders at both EU and national level. The country reports (set out in 
Annex II) give each Member State an overview of the performance of its consumer markets. 
Many Member States have started to use this data in a systematic way when designing 
policies and regulations, planning enforcement activities and developing their own research 
efforts. Data on consumer trust in businesses’ compliance with consumer legislation is useful 
for public authorities and consumer organisations designing and targeting enforcement and 
public awareness activities. In addition, Member States are encouraged to use the Scoreboard 
data in determining their national priorities in the context of their National Reform 
Programmes. 

Market-monitoring results enable business stakeholders to benchmark the performance of 
their sectors and could serve as an incentive for self-regulatory schemes or other initiatives. 

This edition of the Scoreboard contains significant improvements in comparison with 
previous years. It includes, for the first time, the complaints data collected according to the 
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harmonised methodology set out in the 2010 Commission Recommendation. It also responds 
to the European Parliament’s request54 that results be analysed according to different 
socio-demographic variables. Lastly, the price data presented in the Scoreboard cover more 
countries and more product categories. Further efforts will focus on the full implementation of 
the Complaints Recommendation and the extension of comparable price-data collection to all 
sectors covered in the Scoreboard. 

The Scoreboard results will be discussed with national consumer authorities and regulators as 
well as with EU-level consumer organisations, business stakeholders and other interested 
parties. 

Main findings 

The overall Scoreboard findings show a small but steady improvement in the general 
evaluation of market performance over the three years. Services markets continue to 
underperform, with banking and telecom services all below average. The markets for 
investment products, mortgages and real estate services are the bottom three markets for a 
third year in a row. Goods markets on the whole appear to be working considerably better. 
Exceptions include automotive goods (second-hand cars, vehicle fuels, new cars) and the 
markets for ‘clothing and footwear ‘and ‘meat and meat products’. As compared with 2011, 
the markets for TV subscriptions and internet provision have improved the most. In particular, 
in the former, the increase in market performance score can be attributed to significant 
improvements in some EU12 countries. The largest drops in performance have been noted in 
the markets for postal services and local public transport. This may reflect budgetary cuts in 
the context of austerity policies, since both markets depend on public funding in many 
countries. In addition, the market for vehicle fuels has a significantly worse score for a second 
year in a row. 

The spread of market assessment across the EU countries reflects the differences in outcomes 
for consumers and can therefore be seen as a soft indicator of market integration, insofar as 
consumer experience is concerned. Overall market performance (across all markets) is in 
general assessed slightly more positively by consumers in EU15 than in EU12 countries. At 
market level, banking and network services appear to have the most heterogeneous 
performance across Member States, while the most integrated markets include recreational 
services and certain (semi-)durable goods. There is a high negative correlation between the 
variance of market evaluations across the EU and the overall market performance, which 
could be interpreted as supporting the view that internal market integration works to the 
benefit of the consumers. 

The socio-demographic analysis carried out in the Scoreboard suggests that women, young 
people and higher-educated respondents tend to evaluate market performance more positively 
than the average. Unemployed and self-employed persons tend to be the most critical groups 
of respondents. Certain markets, in particular more complicated services markets, are rated 
consistently lower by more disadvantaged groups (those with lower education, occupation 

                                                 

 
54  European Parliament Resolution of 22 May 2012 on a strategy for strengthening the rights of vulnerable 

consumers (2011/2272 INI) 
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P7-TA-2012-209. 
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status and not using the internet). Further research is needed to understand the underlying 
reasons for these differences. 

The overall scores for comparability, trust and problem indicators have slightly improved over 
the past three years, but this is not the case for all the markets. The components of 
satisfaction, choice and ease of switching have remained stable since 2011, while complaints 
and switching behaviour score less well than in 2011. Banking services and utilities are 
clearly the worst-performing clusters on comparability, which may reflect the complexity of 
tariffs, bundles and contractual terms. Even though consumers’ trust in businesses’ 
compliance with consumer protection rules has seen a slight increase, this component 
continues to be relatively poorly assessed by consumers, with ongoing services and 
second-hand car markets receiving particularly low scores. This confirms the crucial 
importance of the quality of regulation and its implementation. There are considerable 
differences in the number of problems consumers experience in different markets, with the 
highest levels reported in the markets for telecom services, train services and second-hand 
cars. In some markets, such as local public transport and train services, consumers are less 
likely to complain despite a high incidence of problems. The poor assessment of the ease of 
switching and the overall low switching rates revealed by the Scoreboard indicate that the 
actual level of competitive pressure exercised by consumers may be limited. On the positive 
side, consumers appear to be relatively satisfied with the choice of providers in different 
markets. 

Third-party complaint bodies from around a third of Member States have started to submit 
harmonised complaints data to the Commission. While the database is still embryonic, it 
already gives an initial picture of the situation in different markets. 

The analysis of price data on almost 200 comparable and representative products indicates 
that price differences across Member States are large and do not always correspond to 
differences in purchasing power between countries. 

In-depth studies 

The Commission services intend to launch two in-depth studies on the basis of the Scoreboard 
results. 

The first study will focus on the market for second-hand cars, which appears at the bottom of 
the goods markets ranking for the third year in a row. It scores below average on all the 
components, with the lowest scores on trust and comparability and highest incidence of 
problems of all goods markets. Moreover, the cross-border dimension of this market is 
growing and it makes up a significant part of consumer expenditure. The study will review the 
regulatory environment of the second-hand car markets in all Member States, assess dealers’ 
practices and identify the main problems reported and complaints made by consumers. 

The second study will analyse the issue of consumer vulnerability across some key markets, 
with the aim of developing a methodology for studying the mechanisms of vulnerability 
across different consumer markets. It is expected to propose more refined investigation tools 
for use in future Scoreboards and market studies. 
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A number of underperforming markets have already been analysed based on previous 
Scoreboard findings and remedies are being implemented. 

A pilot behavioural study on consumers’ decision-making in the retail investments sector55 
showed that fewer than two in 100 consumers were able to select the right investment options. 
It also revealed that consumers rely heavily on advice, despite potential conflicts of interest. 
The findings informed the Commission’s proposal for the review of the Packaged Retail 
Investment Products (PRIPS) legislation,56 which introduced simpler and standardised 
information requirements. 

Studies on current bank accounts found that opaque and complex tariffs are linked to higher 
current account prices57 and that eight out of ten consumers face difficulties when switching a 
bank account.58 To remedy the situation, and following the failure of EU-level self-regulatory 
initiatives, a legislative initiative on bank accounts is being prepared, which includes rules 
aimed at giving all EU citizens access to a basic payment account, ensuring that bank account 
fees are transparent and comparable, and making it easier to switch bank accounts. This 
initiative is among the 12 key actions proposed by the Commission in its recent Single Market 
Act II59 aimed at reviving the Single Market. 

The retail electricity study60 showed that consumers in many countries continue to struggle 
with price comparison and switching. It estimated that 62 % of consumers could switch to a 
cheaper tariff, representing a potential average annual saving of EUR 13 billion EU-wide. As a 
follow-up, good practice guidelines for price comparison and the switching process were 
developed by the regulators and the Commission set up a multi-stakeholder group on tariff 
transparency in energy. 

The study on e-commerce in goods61 showed that the untapped potential benefits of 
e-commerce are significant, especially in the cross-border context. If e-commerce were to 
grow to 15 % of the total retail sector and single-market barriers were eliminated, total 
consumer welfare gains are estimated at around 1.7 % of the EU’s GDP. The study set out the 
need for action in relation to enforcement, redress and improved transparency of offers to 

                                                 

 
55  http://ec.europa.eu/consumers/strategy/docs/final_report_en.pdf. 
56  Proposal for a Regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council on key information documents for 

investment products (COM(2012) 352/3). 
57  Data collection for prices of current accounts provided to consumers, Study on behalf of the European 

Commission, Directorate-General for Health and Consumers, 2009 –  
http://ec.europa.eu/consumers/strategy/docs/prices_current_accounts_report_en.pdf. 

58  Consumer Market Study on the consumers’ experiences with bank account switching with reference to the 
Common Principles on Bank Account Switching, Study on behalf of the European Commission, Directorate-
General for Health and Consumers, 2012 –http://ec.europa.eu/consumers/rights/fin_serv_en.htm#fin. 

59  COM(2012) 573 final. 
60  The functioning of retail electricity markets for consumers in the European Union, Study on behalf of the 

European Commission, Directorate-General for Health and Consumers, 2010 –   
http://ec.europa.eu/consumers/consumer_research/market_studies/docs/retail_electricity_full_study_en.pdf. 

61   Consumer market study on the functioning of e-commerce and Internet marketing and sellingtechniques in 
the retail of goods, Study on behalf of the European Commission, Directorate-General for Health and 
Consumers, 2011 –  
http://ec.europa.eu/consumers/consumer_research/market_studies/docs/study_ecommerce_goods_en.pdf. 
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consumers. The findings fed into the recently adopted e-commerce package and will inform 
the planned follow-up actions to boost consumers’ confidence in online transactions. 

Studies on the markets for meat and internet service provision — launched as a follow-up to 
the 4th Consumer Markets Scoreboard — have just been finalised and the relevant conclusions 
are being drawn. 

The study on meat shows that date label, price and the country of origin are the information 
consumers look for most and this information is also available on the vast majority of 
products (but less so in butchers’ shops). Consumers’ understanding of information, however, 
is limited, as is their interest in nutritional information, although they care about the impact of 
meat consumption on health. They say that they would like to buy some types of meat, such 
as organic or with an environmental certificate, more often but perceive them as too 
expensive. Indeed, the study shows that organic meat is 66 % more expensive and 
quality/origin-certified meat 20 % more expensive. 

The study on internet service provision identified a substantial incidence of problems among 
consumers (37 % across the EU). Additionally, the evaluation of comparison websites in 22 
countries showed that in many cases these websites do not appear to be providing consumers 
with reliable or trustworthy information (only 41 % of comparison websites were rated as 
helpful). The study estimated that consumers in the EU27 Member States could save between 
EUR 7.3 and 8.6 billion per year by switching to the provider offering the cheapest tariff for 
the same service elements. This is equivalent to average household savings of over EUR 100 
per year. 

Studies on the markets for consumer credit and vehicle fuels — launched as a follow-up to the 
6th Scoreboard — are currently ongoing. 
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