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1.	 	
Overview

Introduction

1.1	 In this policy statement we explain our response to the feedback we received to our consultation 
CP14/30 Improving complaints handling, which was published in December 2014.1 We also 
explain our new rules on complaints handling for financial services firms, as well as our rules 
limiting the cost of telephone calls which consumers make to firms. 

1.2	 Our consultation paper also included a chapter on implementing the Alternative Dispute 
Resolution (ADR) Directive and the Mortgage Credit Directive and our response to this part of 
the consultation was published separately in our Handbook Notice No. 21, April 2015.2    

1.3	 In this policy statement, we confirm the following new requirements for firms:

a.	 extending the ‘next business day rule’, where firms are permitted to handle complaints less 
formally, without sending a final response letter, to the close of three business days after 
the date of receipt

b.	 reporting all complaints, including those handled by the close of three business days after 
the firm receives them 

c.	 raising consumer awareness of the ombudsman service, by sending a ‘summary resolution 
communication’ following the resolution of complaints handled by the close of the third 
business day after receipt

d.	 revised rules limiting the cost of calls consumers make to firms to a maximum ‘basic rate’, 
including all post-contractual calls and all complaints calls

e.	 our new ‘complaints return’ which requires firms to send us data twice a year on the number 
of complaints they receive

1.4	 In Chapter 5, we also discuss further our cost-benefit analysis and equality impact assessment 
of the proposals. 

Who does this affect?

1.5	 Our new rules affect firms across all financial services sectors. All FCA-regulated firms must 
have complaints-handling processes and follow our rules and guidance on how to respond 

1	 www.fca.org.uk/static/documents/consultation-papers/cp14-30.pdf

2	 www.fca.org.uk/static/documents/handbook-notices/handbook-notice-021.pdf

http://recmgmt.is.fsa.gov.uk/livelink/livelink/34015438/www.fca.org.uk/static/documents/consultation-papers/cp14-30.pdf
http://recmgmt.is.fsa.gov.uk/livelink/livelink/34015438/www.fca.org.uk/static/documents/handbook-notices/handbook-notice-021.pdf
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promptly and fairly. These requirements apply to complaints relating to any business that firms 
carry on within the United Kingdom (as well as by certain branches of UK firms in the EEA and 
by branches of certain EEA firms in the UK carrying out activities in the UK).

1.6	 These rules apply to firms within the scope of the Compulsory Jurisdiction (CJ) of the Financial 
Ombudsman Service (the ombudsman service). We also consulted jointly with the ombudsman 
service in Chapters 2 and 4 of our consultation paper, on how the proposed changes will 
affect participants in the Voluntary Jurisdiction (VJ). The ombudsman service has consulted on 
consequential changes to its scheme rules expects to publish separate rules for VJ participants 
in July 2015. These will relate to the proposals discussed in the chapter on ‘Identifying and 
Handling Complaints’ and the proposals on call charges, where these relate to respondents. 

Is this of interest to consumers?

1.7	 These new rules will benefit consumers who wish to complain to a financial services firm by 
ensuring that complaints are handled more quickly, easily and transparently. They will also 
benefit any consumers contacting firms by telephone to make a complaint or in relation to 
contracts already entered into with firms. 

Context

1.8	 We consulted on the proposals which led to this policy statement following the conclusion of 
our Complaints Thematic Review,3 which we conducted during 2013/2014, with the help of 15 
major retail firms and five trade bodies. As part of this review, we asked firms to carry out self-
assessments to better understand how complaints are dealt with in practice, as well as providing 
their documented policies, processes and management information (MI) for our review. We 
found that firms have taken steps to improve their complaints handling, however they should 
do more to deliver fair complaint handling and consistent outcomes for all consumers and a 
number of weaknesses and barriers continue to exist. Our working group of representatives 
from the participating firms and trade bodies identified and discussed these findings, as well 
as discussing them with the ombudsman service and consumer groups. The working group 
made six recommendations for us to consider and to potentially change our rules. The Thematic 
Review concluded in June 2014.4

1.9	 We also developed these rules in the context of the recommendations made by the Parliamentary 
Commission on Banking Standards (PCBS). The PCBS recommended that the FCA should take 
steps to ensure that banks take complaints seriously, as well as recommending increasing 
transparency to empower consumers.5

1.10	 Before consulting, we conducted research with consumers and consumer groups to develop 
and test our policy proposals. We held a consumer workshop, with consumers who had made 
a complaint about a financial services firm, to discuss their experiences of complaining and 
to find out what they valued most about a good complaints process. We also conducted an 
online consumer survey. We continued to engage directly with consumer groups and other 

3	 The FCA undertakes regular thematic reviews into specific areas of financial services markets

4	 www.fca.org.uk/news/thematic-reviews/tr14-18-complaint-handling

5	 www.parliament.uk/bankingstandards

http://www.fca.org.uk/news/thematic-reviews/tr14-18-complaint-handling
http://www.parliament.uk/bankingstandards
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stakeholders and the feedback we received from them on our proposals contributed to our 
further analysis and assessment.  

Summary of feedback and our response

1.11	 We received 125 responses to the consultation, which closed on 13 March 2015. Respondents 
included a wide range of firms, including large retail firms and small investment firms, as well 
as trade associations, consumer groups and charities. 

1.12	 Respondents were generally supportive overall of the package of proposals in the consultation 
paper and recognised that clear benefits would arise for consumers. However, some raised 
specific concerns about the extent to which we have considered the impact of the proposals 
on equalities and on smaller firms. We address these concerns in Chapter 5.  

1.13	 Some respondents raised concerns about the proposal to require firms to send a summary 
resolution communication, telling complainants about their rights to refer a complaint to the 
ombudsman service. We have set out these comments and our response in Chapter 2, but many 
focused on the proportionality of the requirements, concerns about the impact on consumer 
behaviour and a possible increase in the number of complaints referred to the ombudsman 
service. While we recognise these concerns, the arguments against the proposal have not 
changed our minds. We continue to believe it is an important way to ensure the complaints 
process is transparent, and accords with what consumers have told us they value.    

1.14	 Respondents were overall very supportive of our proposal to limit the cost of call charges, 
although some had concerns about the proposed period for implementation. We have listened 
to these concerns and delayed the implementation date of the relevant rules. 

1.15	 In relation to the revised complaints return, respondents made detailed suggestions for amending 
the product and cause categories, as well as the measures for the size of a firm (‘contextualisation’). 
We considered these further in light of our supervisory priorities, as well as holding additional 
discussions with a number of representatives from firms and trade associations. We have set out 
in Chapter 4 our resulting amendments to the complaints return form. 

1.16	 Some respondents were concerned about the proposal to make firms report to us data on all 
complaints they receive, not just those handled after the close of the next business day after 
they receive the complaint, as at present. However, most respondents supported this and we 
believe it is an important move towards greater transparency. 

Next steps

1.17	 The rules set out in Appendix 1, on extending the ‘next business day rule’, complaints reporting 
and requiring firms to send a summary resolution communication, which are discussed in 
Chapters 2 and 4, come into force on 30 June 2016. 

1.18	 The rules on call charges, discussed in Chapter 3, come into force on 26 October 2015. 
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1.19	 Parts 4 and 7 of Annex C (DISP) of the instrument come into force on 23 July 2015. The 
amendment in Part 4 is guidance on the effect of section 234B of the Financial Services and 
Markets Act 2000 which concerns situations where liabilities have been transferred from one 
respondent to another.  Section 234B came into force on 1 April 2013.  

1.20	 Part 7 contains an amendment to the guidance on notification requirements, which is in 
Schedule 2 of DISP.



Financial Conduct Authority 9July 2015

Improving complaints handling, feedback on CP14/30 and final rules PS15/2

2.	 	
Identifying and handling complaints

2.1	 In this chapter we summarise the responses we received to three policy proposals aimed at 
improving firms’ identification and handling of complaints. We proposed: 

•	 extending the ‘next business day rule’ to three business days, allowing firms a longer time 
to handle complaints less formally, without sending a final response letter 

•	 requiring firms to report all complaints, including those handled by the close of three 
business days after the firm receives them

•	 raising consumer awareness of the ombudsman service, by placing a requirement on firms 
to send a ‘summary resolution communication’ when a complaint has been resolved within 
three business days after the date on which the complaint is received 

2.2	 These proposals were developed in light of recommendations made by the Complaints Thematic 
Review Working Group. 

Complaints handled within three business days

2.3	 The current ‘next business day rule’ has allowed firms to handle complaints less formally, without 
sending a final response letter or reporting the complaint to us, so long as the complaint is 
resolved to the complainant’s satisfaction by the close of the business day following the day on 
which a complaint is received by the respondent. 

2.4	 Most respondents agreed with our proposal to increase the time limit in the next business day 
rule, to the close of three business days following receipt of the complaint. Firms suggested this 
would help them with their systems and procedures, while recognising that more complaints 
being handled less formally will benefit consumers. 

2.5	 Some respondents agreed with the Complaints Thematic Review Working Group and said we 
should extend the timeframe to five business days (or alternatively to a week), rather than three 
days. The main reasons given for a further extension were:

•	 to allow more time to operate an effective triage system for channelling complaints

•	 an ability to involve technical specialists or third parties

•	 to allow enough time to send a summary resolution communication and undertake the 
additional administration to record the complaint for reporting

•	 to ensure fewer complaints will be switched/referred to the formal investigation process
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2.6	 By contrast, some respondents said that extending (further) the timeframe risked causing 
delays in resolving simple issues and also that more complex complaints may end up being 
handled by less experienced staff (risks which we acknowledged during consultation). This 
could worsen the experience of consumers who may have to wait longer for a complaint to be 
resolved satisfactorily.  

2.7	 One respondent asked whether we propose to address evidence arising in the context of the 
Thematic Review that frontline staff have a tendency to offer lower levels of redress than 
‘escalated’ complaints teams, and the consequent risk that moving to a three-day period means 
that more consumers will receive a lower level of redress than is appropriate.  

Our response

We will increase the time limit by which firms can handle complaints less 
formally, without sending a final response letter, from the close of the next 
business day to the close of three business days after the firm receives the 
complaint. However, as discussed below, firms will now have to report to us 
the number of complaints handled within this shorter timeframe and to send a 
summary resolution communication.

Amending our rules in this way will allow firms more time to handle less complex 
complaints. This will help avoid complaints being carried over to the more formal, 
eight week period simply because the next business day period has elapsed. 
We believe this will allow easier and speedier resolution for a greater number of 
complaints, benefiting both consumers and firms. If a complaint has been resolved 
to the complainant’s satisfaction by the close of the third business day, then the firm 
will not have to send a final response letter, tailored to the specific complaint and 
individual concerned. Instead, firms will have to send a written, ‘summary resolution 
communication’, which is a simpler, template message (discussed further below). 

We considered carefully the appropriate timeframe for handling a complaint 
less formally, including whether we should extend this to five, or more, days. 
The management information a number of firms gave us suggests there may 
be an optimum period of around three days by which time most complaints are 
resolved, although this varies from firm to firm. After this point the benefit of 
additional time lessens. We also believe that three days strikes the right balance 
between allowing firms longer to handle a complaint and ensuring consumers 
receive a timely response.  

We continue to expect firms to identify and categorise complaints appropriately, 
ensuring that frontline staff or specialist complaints staff are engaged at the right 
stage. We expect all complaints to be handled fairly and will take appropriate 
action where we see evidence that this is not the case.
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By ‘close of business day’, we mean by the end of the ordinary business hours 
within which that firm operates, and this is likely to vary depending on the size 
and resources of the firm. Similarly, we expect firms to follow a common sense 
interpretation of when a complaint has been received. For example, if a firm 
operates a 24 hour helpline, then a complaint sent at 10pm would be viewed as 
having been received during the evening, whereas we would not expect a firm 
which operates standard business hours to receive or handle complaints outside 
those hours.   

These rules will come into force on 30 June 2016. 

Reporting all complaints

2.8	 Firms have not so far needed to report to us the number of complaints which they receive 
and resolve to the satisfaction of the complainant by the close of the next business day. We 
consulted on changing this so that firms will have to send us data on all the complaints they 
handle, in whatever period. 

2.9	 Respondents were divided on whether or not data on all complaints should be reported to 
the FCA and published, although most supported the proposal.  However, some respondents 
caveated their support for the proposal on the grounds that:

•	 all complaints should be reported to the FCA, but suggested statistics about complaints 
handled within three business days should not be published

•	 we should change the definition of ‘complaint’ to ensure it is applied more evenly across 
firms, so that the data reported can be compared fairly

•	 we should consider changing the 500 complaints limit (the number of complaints received 
in a reporting period) for a firm to be required to publish data

2.10	 Of those respondents who did not support the proposal, the primary concern was about the 
fairness of reporting and publishing data about complaints when there is a wide variation 
across firms in how they use our definition of a complaint. Related to this concern is the risk 
that reporting all complaints will drive poor behaviour in some firms, as some staff may use a 
narrower definition to avoid reporting a complaint, keeping reported numbers down. 

2.11	 Some respondents acknowledged that reporting all complaints would remove the potentially 
perverse incentive for firms to deal with complaints within one working day when more 
consideration of the issue is necessary.

2.12	 Respondents also raised concerns about the cost and feasibility of implementing this proposal. 
These concerns centred on costs to train frontline staff to be able to recognise what constitutes 
a complaint for reporting purposes, as well as the costs of changing recording systems and 
processes.    

2.13	 Many respondents linked this proposal to the Handbook definition of complaint, which we 
do not propose to change and were not consulting on. There was wide support for the 
Complaints Thematic Review Working Group’s recommendation to widen the definition of 
complaint to ‘any expression of dissatisfaction’, on the grounds that this definition accords 
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better with actual practice, as well as reflecting the fact that many firms want to record all 
‘feedback’ from customers and to use one definition that fits this. Respondents argued that 
the current definition is ambiguous and the element which refers to whether or not distress 
or inconvenience suffered by the complainant is ‘material’ is too subjective. Some respondents 
said the FCA should produce guidance on the definition.  

Our response

We will require firms to report the number of all complaints received, including 
those handled by the close of three business days following receipt of the 
complaint, and to publish this information.

Having considered detailed management information as part of our review and 
consultation processes, we estimate that most complaints received by all firms 
currently remain unreported. Furthermore, there may be wide variance among 
firms in the proportion of complaints handled within the current reportable and 
non-reportable periods, meaning some firms report a far higher percentage 
of the complaints they receive. So the information we currently receive on 
complaints is incomplete and may not allow for a fair comparison between 
businesses. 

Requiring firms to report all complaints will significantly improve the quality and 
comparability of the data we receive. We acknowledge that some limitations 
will remain in the comparability of data and some firms may continue to perform 
better than others in recording and reporting complaints. However, we expect 
firms to take all measures necessary to comply with our reporting rules and 
consistently poor practice may be subject to supervisory or enforcement action. 

We also believe that it is important in being a transparent regulator that the 
full information on complaints received from firms is made publicly available. 
Consumers should be made aware of the volume of overall complaints made to 
specific firms, set within the context of the size of the business. This information 
can help inform consumers about the overall conduct and reputation of a firm 
and the services it provides. We also recognise that for some firms reporting 
all complaints may mean that the number of published complaints will 
increase substantially, after the first new reporting period, and that this may 
carry reputational risks. We will contextualise the publication of the first new 
reporting period by explaining the data we would have published had the old 
reporting system still been in place.   

We acknowledge that for some firms there may be a significant cost attached to 
adjusting IT and recording systems, as well as training staff. However, we believe 
that the majority of these costs should reflect changes which are necessary to 
meet the requirements of our existing rules. Those rules already require firms to 
be able to categorise all complaints against our definition of a complaint and to 
record them effectively (including for the purposes of root cause analysis) and 
we would expect firms to already have effective training in place to ensure that 
staff are able achieve this – hence, we do not expect the changes to result in an 
incremental cost. These rules will come into force on 30 June 2016, along with 
the rules amending the complaints return, discussed below. 
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Raising consumer awareness

2.14	 A significant number of respondents disagreed with the proposed introduction of the summary 
resolution communication. This is a written acknowledgement firms must send to complainants 
where their complaint has been resolved by the close of the third business day after receiving the 
complaint, telling the complainant about their right to refer their complaint to the ombudsman 
service. Respondents raised concerns that: 

•	 the cost of implementation will not be proportionate to the consumer benefit

•	 it will be difficult to put into practice 

•	 it will have an undesirable effect on consumer behaviour (and will cause complainants to 
refer complaints to the ombudsman service unnecessarily)

•	 it will have no desirable effect on firms’ behaviour

Proportionality
2.15	 Some respondents said we have underestimated the cost of implementation. The discussion in 

the consultation paper estimated the cost of sending a written response by post, noting that 
in the case of emails or other electronic communication the cost should be negligible and that 
this is likely to constitute most responses. Some respondents suggested we should take further 
account of the cost of: training staff; changing systems to allow a communication to be issued 
once a complaint is resolved; and the consequential cost of a greater number of complaints 
being referred to the ombudsman service. 

2.16	 Some respondents felt that only a small number of consumers would exercise their right to 
complain to the ombudsman service, having been told they could do so and therefore the cost 
outweighs the expected benefit. The summary resolution communication would be sent to 
consumers who have already agreed that their complaint has been resolved to their satisfaction; 
hence they would not need to refer on their complaint.  

2.17	 Some felt that the proposal may have a disproportionate negative impact on smaller firms, 
which lack the economies of scale from which larger firms benefit. Smaller firms typically do 
not have specialist complaints staff, so the task of sending a written communication would fall 
on more senior, or non-specialist staff. 

2.18	 Additionally, some respondents said that we need to estimate the added cost of the increased 
number of cases which they predict would be referred to the ombudsman service. 

Putting into practice
2.19	 Respondents also felt that the summary resolution communication would be difficult to 

implement in a number ways. A number of respondents said that certain clients expect 
communication to be in the form of a letter and that it would not be feasible to send a 
summary resolution communication by email or text. This would greatly increase the cost, 
as well as potentially causing irritation or confusion to clients who receive further, arguably 
unwarranted, post. 

2.20	 The insurance sector in particular raised concerns about the need to send a communication in 
respect of every complaint, when a series of complaints are dealt with as part of one ongoing 
insurance claim. Customers may then receive a series of written communications which could 
cause confusion as well as added cost. 
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2.21	 Some respondents noted the proposal to allow the summary resolution communication to be 
in different written forms, but said that communication by text message would be unfeasible, 
given the length of the prescribed wording. They also said that the form and tone of the 
communication would not sit well with other text messages which firms send. Some suggested 
that sending a web-link to further information may be more practical. 

2.22	 A significant number of respondents argued that, given that a large number of complaints are 
resolved over the phone, there should be an option for the contents of the summary resolution 
to be communicated orally, rather than in writing. Some acknowledged that this may be hard 
to police in practice, but that it would be possible to audit levels of compliance through internal 
controls, as calls are recorded.  

Effect on consumer behaviour
2.23	 Some respondents argued that the summary resolution communication would not have 

the desired effect on consumer behaviour, and some questioned whether we had a clear 
objective for the proposal. They argued that when a customer receives a summary resolution 
communication, they would already have agreed that the complaint was resolved by the firm to 
their satisfaction. So there is no point in providing this further information. Some respondents 
said that the summary resolution communication would cause confusion and even annoyance, 
especially where the customer did not think they had complained. 

2.24	 The main concern, however, was that the summary resolution communication will prompt 
customers to complain to the ombudsman service unnecessarily, or even result in customers 
believing they were being told they should complain. This would increase the ombudsman 
service’s workload and transfer resources from more substantial complaints to more trivial 
matters. Furthermore, it would mean that customers go straight to the ombudsman service, 
rather than going back to the firm if they remain dissatisfied. Some respondents misunderstood 
the proposal to mean that a customer would be prevented from asking the firm to look further 
at a complaint. 

Effect on firms’ behaviour
2.25	 The summary resolution communication is intended to be a template response, which is not 

tailored to an individual complaint. This distinguishes it from a final response letter which 
requires significant resource input to respond to the specific complaint and to explain how the 
firm has assessed it. However, many firms were unclear about the difference between the two 
types of communication and argued that staff would find this confusing. This may lead them 
to greater reliance on specialist complaints staff to send a final response letter, or to ensure 
that, if the complaint were subsequently referred to the ombudsman service, it would set out 
sufficient detail for the complaint to be assessed. This could dilute the benefits of having a less 
formal, three business-day process, and cause more complaints to be handled within the eight 
week process.

Our response

We will require firms to send a summary resolution communication where a 
complaint is resolved within three business days, and allow complainants to 
complain direct to the ombudsman service if they subsequently decide they 
are dissatisfied. We believe this will have a clear consumer benefit and that any 
costs will be proportionate.   

We intend this rule to provide a strong incentive for firms to ensure that they 
handle complaints correctly the first time. We expect that this will happen 
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in the majority of cases. But where a customer may have been pushed into 
accepting a firm’s response, or accepts a response because they are unaware 
they have any other choice, or subsequently becomes dissatisfied for any other 
reason, they will now be aware of the further recourse available in the form 
of the ombudsman service. The summary resolution communication will raise 
awareness of the right to go to the ombudsman service at the moment when 
a consumer needs it most, during the course of a complaint. It will help to 
rebalance the relationship between complainant and respondent, removing 
‘information asymmetry’, where one party knows more than the other and is 
consequently in a stronger negotiating position. As we discussed in Chapter 2 
of our consultation paper, as few as 20% of complainants may know about the 
ombudsman service without being prompted, and we believe it is important to 
raise this level of awareness.

Many of the complaints currently handled by firms within the next business 
day period, and which can be expected to be handled within the new three 
business days period, are of a similar nature and impact on consumers to 
those complaints handled over a longer timeframe. As a result, it would be 
inconsistent to continue with the current situation in which people are informed 
of their rights with the ombudsman service after the formal period for resolving 
complaints has ended (at most eight weeks), but not for complaints resolved 
more quickly.  

We acknowledge that firms will need to find appropriate business solutions, 
which may involve modernising or updating systems. We intend our rules 
to facilitate this by remaining flexible as to the format in which a summary 
communication can be sent, and by allowing this to be in template form.  

There may be an increase in costs for firms and for the ombudsman service if 
more consumers refer their complaints as a result of this rule. As discussed in our 
cost-benefit analysis in the consultation paper, we do not believe it is possible to 
calculate in advance the increased number of cases, because we cannot know 
how many consumers remain dissatisfied after firms have finished dealing 
with a complaint. However, we believe the benefits of informing consumers 
outweigh the risk of a significant increase in cases at the ombudsman service. 
The ombudsman service has also been directly involved in the development of 
this policy. 

We do not agree with those respondents who suggest that this rule will encourage 
consumers to refer their complaints to the ombudsman service unnecessarily. 
Any complaints procedure remains time consuming and most complainants 
are unlikely to refer a complaint unless they remain genuinely dissatisfied. The 
ombudsman service may dismiss a complaint without considering the merits if 
it considers the complaint to be frivolous or vexatious. 

The basic content of the summary resolution communication is prescribed 
by our rules, but this does not mean that firms cannot add more content. 
For example, in addition to setting out the possibility of complaining to the 
ombudsman service, the communication might suggest that a complainant 
gets back in touch with the firm to consider the issue further, if they consider 
that their concerns have not been fully addressed, but firms should remember 
that the summary resolution communication should only be sent when they 
believe that they have already resolved the complaint to the complainant’s 
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satisfaction. The complainant’s right to refer a complaint to the ombudsman 
service is unaffected by this and firms should ensure that the key message 
about the availability of the ombudsman service is not undermined. Where 
a firm chooses to consider a complaint further on this basis, the eight weeks 
deadline for issuing a formal, final response letter will continue to run (from the 
date the complaint was originally received). 

Where a complaint is resolved over the phone or in person, we would ordinarily 
expect staff to confirm orally that a written acknowledgement will be sent, 
including information about the ombudsman service, in the form of the 
summary resolution communication. 

We also considered whether firms should take account of specific complainant’s 
needs, for example if they have a particular protected characteristic under 
equalities legislation, or may otherwise be vulnerable. In response to feedback 
on this, we have introduced further guidance (DISP 1.5.6G) which makes clear 
that firms may also use other methods to communicate the information in the 
summary resolution communication if they think doing so may better meet 
the complainant’s needs. For example, if the complainant is visually impaired  
or if the firm and complainant have been in touch about the complaint via 
another format. 

We expect firms to apply the definition of complaint in the FCA Handbook, 
which will remain unchanged, and to have in place effective complaints triage 
systems, identifying when an issue is – or is not – a complaint. A summary 
resolution communication will only need to be sent in response to a complaint 
which meets our definition. Firms can handle less substantive issues, which do not 
amount to complaints, without sending a summary resolution communication. 

Smaller firms receive a relatively low number of complaints and we believe 
that the additional cost of sending a summary resolution is likely to be 
correspondingly low, although there may be some additional training costs and 
changes to systems and processes. 

These rules will come into force on 30 June 2016. 
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3.	 	
Call charges

3.1	 This chapter discusses responses we received to our proposal to limit the cost of calls consumers 
make to firms to a maximum ‘basic rate’. It sets out further details about the proposals and the 
timing for implementation. 

Post-contractual calls

3.2	 Most respondents supported our proposal to reduce the cost to consumers of calling financial 
firms about contracts already entered into with the firm, including complaints calls. They 
recognised there is a clear benefit to consumers and many respondent firms said they had 
already made changes in line with these proposals. Some respondents asked us to be clearer 
on the details of the proposals, and what they would mean in practice for existing and new 
numbers and the timing for implementation.  

3.3	 Some respondents noted that 0845 numbers are widely used across the financial services 
industry, but that not all firms using these numbers share in a payment from the cost of the 
call. Some firms may use 0845 numbers because they are cost-efficient, but without receiving 
payment from the cost of the call. One respondent suggested we could make rules to prevent 
firms from receiving revenue.    

3.4	 We consulted on the basis that mobile numbers would be included with the definition of 
‘basic rate’. One respondent noted that calls to mobiles from landlines are more expensive than 
national geographic rate (i.e. 01 or 02 numbers) and are usually not included in call packages. 
This can be problematic for advice centre clients, who may have access to only one phone and 
are unable to take advantage of differences in rates. 

3.5	 In the consultation paper, we asked for views on whether there should be any specific types of 
number which should not be subject to the proposed ‘basic rate’ requirements, or otherwise 
treated differently. Respondents did not identify any specific numbers for which there may be 
reasons to charge at a higher rate and no numbers were identified where the service is paid 
for by the cost of a call. However, one respondent suggested that our rules should make a 
further requirement for numbers provided for consumers to discuss their debt with a credit 
provider or debt collection agency, to be provided only on a Freephone basis. Firms which have 
a dedicated service for vulnerable consumers should also be required to provide those services 
via a Freephone number. 

3.6	 Several respondents said the suggested implementation date in the consultation paper of 
summer 2015 does not give firms enough time to make the necessary changes to systems, 
including to literature and websites, especially for those with a wide variety of numbers such as 
insurance firms. One option might be to phase in the proposals over a certain period, to allow 
firms to make changes. 
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Our response

We will introduce rules to ensure that firms must provide only telephone 
numbers which costs consumers no more than the ‘basic rate’ when calling 
about a contract already entered into with that firm (for example to make 
changes to a policy or account), as well as to complain.

These rules will make it cheaper for consumers when they need to speak to a 
firm and will help prevent consumers being discouraged by the cost of a call from 
addressing an issue or complaining. The rules will also bring financial services 
in line with businesses in other sectors that are subject to the communications 
provisions in the Consumer Rights Directive (Directive 2011/83/EU). 

Our rules will also complement changes to call charges made by Ofcom, which 
came into effect on 2 July 2015.6 These changes make clearer to consumers 
the price of calls on telephone bills, in marketing materials and in advertising. 
Additionally, Freephone numbers, which begin 0800 or 0808, are now free for 
consumers to call from all phones, including from mobile phones. 

Charges for service numbers to firms are now made up of an ‘access charge’ 
to the phone company, plus a ‘service charge’ set by the firm being called. In 
practice, this means that firms will need to specify the service charge wherever 
they advertise or communicate a phone number.

The consultation did not identify any specific types of numbers to which the 
basic rate requirement should not apply, for example where the cost of the call 
constitutes a fair charge for a specific service, such as a technical helpline. We 
also considered whether to take a more prescriptive approach for particular 
types of numbers, such as debt advice numbers, or whether to require firms 
to provide Freephone numbers. However, we believe it is important to have 
as consistent approach as possible for all post-contractual calls and to have 
a single requirement for all such numbers, which is easier to implement. We 
would, though, encourage firms to consider the needs of their customers and 
whether services such as Freephone numbers would be appropriate in particular 
circumstances. 

We will keep the meaning of what constitutes a ‘basic rate’ call that we 
consulted on, namely that it constitutes ‘the simple cost of connection and 
must not provide a firm with a contribution to its costs or revenues’. Examples 
of numbers which would meet this requirement are:

•	 geographic numbers or numbers which are always set at the same rate, 
which usually begin with the prefix 01, 02 or 03

•	 calls which can be free of charge to call, for example 0800 and 0808 numbers 
and

•	 standard mobile numbers, which usually begin with the prefix 07, provided 
that the firm ordinarily uses a mobile number to receive telephone calls

6	  For further details see www.ukcalling.info/

http://recmgmt.is.fsa.gov.uk/livelink/livelink/34015438/www.ukcalling.info/
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Numbers which would not meet the definition of basic rate are:

•	 premium rate numbers that begin with the prefix 09

•	 other revenue sharing numbers in which a portion of the call charge can be 
used to either provide a service or make a small payment to the firm, such 
as telephone numbers that begin with the prefix 084 or 0871, 0872 or 0873 
and

•	 numbers that begin with the prefix 0870 as the cost can be higher than a 
geographic cost and will vary depending on the consumer’s telephone tariff

In terms of implementation, the rules require firms to ensure that the numbers 
they provide meet the basic rate requirement. They do not require firms to 
update numbers which are advertised, on literature and websites, and we 
recognise that it may take time for some firms to achieve this. Where there are 
‘legacy numbers’ listed, for example on cards issued to customers, we would 
expect firms to find solutions to ensure that consumers calling those numbers 
are redirected to new numbers which comply with our rules. 

Nevertheless, we recognise the concerns raised by some respondents about the 
timescale we proposed in the consultation paper to implement these changes 
and have decided to allow firms more time. Accordingly, we will now bring 
these rules into force on 26 October 2015.  
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4.	 	
Complaints data

4.1	 This chapter discusses responses we received to our proposal to improve the quality and 
transparency of the data on complaints which we require firms to provide to us. We proposed 
in the consultation to amend the ‘complaints return’, where firms use an electronic reporting 
system to send us the numbers of complaints they receive, on a twice yearly basis. We also 
included proposals to improve the ‘contextualization’ of the data that we publish by introducing 
metrics to describe the size of an individual firm, in order to provide better comparisons 
between firms. 

4.2	 The consultation paper annexed a draft complaints return and we invited views on this. Given 
the technical nature of the complaints return, we held a series of meetings with stakeholders 
during the consultation period to take specific views or suggested amendments and our 
response below also reflects comments received in those meetings.  

The complaints return

4.3	 Most respondents supported our proposals to amend the complaints return, agreeing with the 
greater transparency this would provide for consumers and the higher quality of data for our 
supervisory purposes. 

4.4	 We received specific suggestions for amending the product categories in the complaints 
return, to better fit the products and services provided by industry. These included a number of 
suggestions to amend our list of insurance and pure protection products; to clarify and amend 
decumulation and pensions products and to add further investment products. We considered 
these suggested amendments further, in light of our supervisory priorities and note below the 
changes we have made. 

4.5	 We also received comments on the ‘cause categories’ for complaints. In particular, some 
respondents felt that the cause categories relating to advice and guidance were too similar and 
would be hard for firms to distinguish in practice. Some respondents also commented on the 
large proportion of insurance complaints which relate to claims and suggested this should be 
a separate category. 

4.6	 Respondents were generally very receptive to our proposal to introduce new contextualization 
metrics, indicating the size of a firm. However, some suggested amendments to better capture 
the nature of products or transactions. These are noted below. 

4.7	 Many respondents also asked for further guidance, both on the product categories and the 
contextualization metrics.

4.8	 Some respondents were concerned about the administrative burden placed on firms in having 
to complete a complaints return twice a year. In particular, some respondents questioned the 
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need for smaller firms to supply this data and some suggested either relieving small firms 
from this requirement or further simplifying the form. Given these concerns we discussed the 
proposals further with a number of representatives of smaller firms. 

4.9	 Lastly, respondents were also concerned about the proposed timescales for implementation. 
In many cases, firms will need to change their systems and complaints recording processes, 
sometimes making significant changes to IT systems.    

Our response

We will introduce a new complaints return in 2016. We will continue to collect 
complaints data from firms twice a year and will ask firms to provide data on all 
complaints received, not just those handled after the close of the next business 
day after receipt of the complaints (as at present). We will continue to use the 
GABRIEL electronic reporting system. The new complaints return is annexed to 
this paper. 

We have considered carefully the comments we received and suggested 
amendments to the draft form which we consulted on. Inevitably, we have 
had to make a judgement about what to include and what not to include. This 
judgement has taken account of our anticipated supervisory priorities, our aim 
of limiting the burden on firms and reducing the possibility that we will need to 
ask individual firms for additional data on an ad hoc basis. 

In terms of amendments to the product categories on the forms, we have made 
the following substantive amendments:

•	 for insurance and pure protection: adding ‘Pet’, ‘Warranty’, ‘Assistance’, 
‘General insurance packaged multi products’ and ‘Protection packaged multi 
products’

•	 replacing ‘Motor’ with ‘Motor and transport’ and replacing ‘Whole of life/
term assurance’ with ‘Whole of life/term assurance/critical illness’

•	 for decumulation and pensions: replacing ‘Personal pensions/ SHPs/ SIPPs’ 
and ‘Workplace personal pensions’ with: ‘Workplace personal pensions 
(e.g. SIPPs, SHPs, PPPs)’, ‘Non-workplace personal pensions (e.g. SIPPs, 
SHPs, PPPs)’, ‘Trust based pensions (e.g. Occupational and DB)’, ‘Pensions 
packaged multi products’

•	 replacing ‘Annuities (inc. impaired)’ with ‘Annuities (including enhanced and 
impaired)’

•	 replacing ‘Drawdown’ with ‘Drawdown and UFPLS’

•	 replacing ‘Third way products’ with ‘Third way products (e.g. investment 
linked, variable, fixed term)’

•	 adding ‘Decumulation packaged multi products’

•	 for Investments: adding ‘Non-discretionary management services’, ‘UCITS’, 
‘Investment packaged multi products’
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For complaints causes:

•	 replacing ‘Misleading advice/guidance’, ‘Arranging’, ‘Inappropriate sales 
technique’ with ‘Unsuitable advice’ and ‘Unclear guidance/arrangement’

•	 replacing ‘Product information’ with ‘Product disclosure information’

•	 adding ‘Of which claims’ purely for insurance products

In relation to the contextualization metrics, we have made the following 
amendments in response to comments received:

•	 for home finance, replacing ‘Number of loans outstanding’ with ‘Number of 
balances outstanding’

•	 for investments, replacing ‘Number of sales’ with ‘Number of sales or 
equivalent transactions’

Given concerns raised by respondents about the ability of firms to interpret 
certain parts of the complaints return, we have also written further guidance 
which clarifies the following issues:

•	 how many products to include in ‘Other’ (up to five)

•	 how to report packaged multi product complaints

•	 that ‘Of which claims’ relates to insurance products

•	 including any relevant past policies in insurance contextualisation

•	 how to report wrapper, platform or packaged multi product contextualisation 

•	 that policies sold should also cover renewals

We considered carefully whether we should amend our approach for smaller 
firms. But we have decided that the administrative burden on smaller firms is 
not significantly greater than the current return and that returning complaints 
data twice yearly is proportionate to our objective. We have, however, also 
introduced a shortened complaints form for those firms which receive fewer 
than 500 complaints within a given reporting period, with simplified complaints 
categories. We are also aware that a significant number of smaller firms receive 
no complaints and are able to send us a ‘nil return’. 

In relation to implementation of the new complaints return, we have considered 
concerns raised by respondents. We have decided to bring the rules into force 
on 30 June 2016. This means that firms will need to report complaints data 
using the new complaints return for any reporting period ending on or after 30 
June 2016 and will need to have systems in place to record and report data in 
line with this.  
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5.	 	
Cost benefit analysis and equality  
impact assessment

5.1	 This chapter discusses comments we received in relation to our cost benefit analysis and equality 
impact assessment of the proposals. 

5.2	 The consultation paper included a full cost benefit analysis and we believe that this still applies 
because, although we have made some drafting changes to the rules on which we consulted, 
the resulting instrument does not differ significantly from those rules. In light of concerns raised 
by respondents, however, we sought further evidence and views from individual firms and 
representative bodies, and conducted further analysis about the impact of the proposals on 
smaller firms. These concerns and our analysis are set out below. However, we did not obtain 
new evidence which was significant enough to lead us to revise our assessment of the impact 
of our proposals. We have also considered further the possible impact of the new right for 
complainants to refer a complaint straight to the ombudsman service after receiving a summary 
resolution communication.

5.3	 In relation to the equalities impact of the proposals, respondents were generally supportive of 
the proposals and said that they would have an overall positive impact on consumers. However, 
we received one response, from the National Consumer Federation (NCF), which raised concerns 
about the extent to which we had due regard for equalities issues in formulating and consulting 
on the policy, as well as some specific concerns about the proposals. 

5.4	 In developing the policy proposals, we undertook consumer research, via an online survey and 
through direct discussion with consumers at a workshop. We also presented our proposals to 
the FCA’s Consumer Panel and also our Consumer Network, composed of representatives from 
consumer organisation, and held specific discussions with Toynbee Hall, a charity which has a 
particular interest in financial services advice and complaints. 

Cost benefit analysis

5.5	 Some respondents were concerned that we had insufficiently taken account of the needs of 
smaller firms in conducting our cost benefit analysis and developing our proposals. In particular, 
these concerns centred on the cost of:

•	 sending a summary resolution communication (especially where business practices mean 
that this has to be sent by post), and

•	 recording complaints and completing the new complaints return

5.6	 We held a series of meetings with representatives from a number of membership bodies, 
during the consultation period, specifically to discuss the impact on smaller firms. Additionally, 
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we circulated further specific questions on the potential costs of the proposals for smaller firms, 
to a number of membership associations. We also held a series of detailed discussions with 
representatives from smaller firms following the consultation period. In light of these further 
discussions, we concluded the following:

•	 smaller firms receive comparatively few complaints 

•	 queries and less serious complaints are handled by frontline staff (e.g. relationship managers 
or by a client services team); if an issue has a more significant impact it will be escalated 
up to staff responsible for general compliance (small firms tend not to have specialist 
complaints teams)

•	 given the relatively small number of complaints received, firms did not think the cost of 
sending a summary resolution communication would be significant; however, they thought 
this would prompt clients to complain to the ombudsman service, and there could be 
resulting costs attached to that (discussed further below)

•	 the anticipated systems changes are relatively limited and focus on changes to existing 
recording systems – one larger stockbroking firm estimated this would cost £10,000  
to implement 

•	 staff would need training on the recording/reporting of complaints and sending a summary 
resolution communication 

•	 the call charges proposals were of little or no concern because smaller firms already tend to 
have fully compliant numbers

5.7	 We also received comments about the impact on the number of complaints being referred to 
the ombudsman service as a result of the new right for complainants to refer their complaint 
straight to the ombudsman service, following receipt of a summary resolution communication 
from the firm. Some respondents estimated a significant increase in the number of complaints, 
which would increase operating costs at the ombudsman service as well as for respondent 
firms. They also questioned whether this expected increase would be in proportion to the 
anticipated benefits. (We respond to this below.)

Equality impact assessment

5.8	 In the consultation paper we asked for comments about the potential impact on vulnerable 
groups of consumers of the call charges proposal. This was in light of our initial equality impact 
assessment, which identified that the call charges proposal was the main proposal that may 
have a specific impact on particular groups, whereas the other proposals were likely to benefit 
consumers more broadly. As part of our policy analysis, we considered which numbers were 
more likely to be used by consumers belonging to vulnerable groups. Respondents were 
generally supportive of these proposals as they confer a clear benefit to consumers in reducing 
the cost of calls. Other than the NCF, respondents did not raise concerns about equalities, 
relating to the other policy proposals.  



Financial Conduct Authority 25July 2015

PS15/19Improving complaints handling, feedback on CP14/30 and final rules

5.9	 In relation to the ‘summary resolution communication’ the NCF suggested that that the proposal 
did not take into account the specific needs of complainants with a particular protected 
characteristic, for example those with a visual impairment (disability) or for whom English is a 
second language (race).  

5.10	 In relation to the complaints return, including our proposed approach to data contextualization 
and the new complaints data publication report, the NCF was concerned that we have not 
had sufficient regard for equalities and that, as well as contextualisation metrics measuring the 
size of a firm, we should collect data from firms relating to protected characteristics, such as 
age. This might enable consumers to be able to compare products and firms on the basis of 
this information, determining the proportion of complaints received from (for example, older) 
consumers and drawing possible conclusions about the services provided. 

5.11	 The NCF also raised a number of broader concerns about our approach to complaints handling 
policy, as well as providing some suggestions. They felt that we have not done enough to 
understand the needs of the population of consumers who do not complain to firms, although 
they may have a valid complaint. Some of that population may be more likely to have protected 
characteristics, which could mean they are less likely to find it easy to complain.  The NCF felt that 
we had not sufficiently taken account of consumers’ individual needs and had treated consumers 
as a matching group, including when conducting our pre-consultation consumer research. 

Our response 

Cost-benefit analysis for smaller firms:

Before developing the policy proposals and consulting, we considered the 
potential impact on smaller firms and we made some amendments to our policy 
proposals in light of this. Specifically, we:

•	 made the requirement to send a summary resolution communication as 
flexible as possible to allow firms to find an appropriate business solution

•	 analysed a cross-section of complaints returns from smaller firms to 
determine what data was being collected and, in light of this, we decided to 
introduce a shortened complaints form, for those firms reporting fewer than 
500 complaints within a reporting period

•	 included mobile telephone numbers within the definition of ‘basic rate’ 
to ensure that some of the smallest firms which operate only one mobile 
number are able to comply

We have concluded that the proposals are likely to have a limited cost impact 
on smaller firms, and that impact is proportionate to the expected benefits to 
consumers. This is because:

•	 the proposals are unlikely to require significant or costly systems changes for 
smaller firms

•	 there will be a cost impact on training, but this is likely to be marginal in 
the context of training that is already required to comply with the current 
definition of ‘complaint’ 
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•	 small firms tend to be already compliant with the requirements of the call 
charges proposal

•	 the proposed new complaints return has been simplified for smaller firms 
(with fewer than 500 complaints)

We considered further the possible impact of the new right for complainants 
to refer their complaints to the ombudsman service, after receiving a summary 
resolution communication. We also discussed this with the ombudsman service. 
We have concluded that, while there is a risk that complaints numbers at the 
ombudsman service may rise, as more complainants are made aware of the 
ombudsman service, this is unlikely to be a very significant increase. We believe 
that complainants are likely to refer only those complaints about matters which 
have a significant impact for them and about which they remain dissatisfied with 
a firm’s response – where firms are resolving complaints well, the number of 
referrals will be limited. Only a small percentage (about 5-10%) of complainants 
refer their complaint to the ombudsman under current arrangements and this 
is unlikely to change.

We continue to believe, therefore, that this rule is proportionate. Its impact on 
firms and on the ombudsman is balanced by the expected benefits of improving 
the knowledge of complainants about the complaints process. It also incentivises 
firms to get it right first time and ensure they respond appropriately (because 
they know that complainants will now be made aware of the availability of the 
ombudsman service). 

Equality impact assessment:
In addition to the steps we undertook to assess the impact of the proposals, 
following the close of the consultation period we revisited all of the policy 
proposals with specific regard to equalities. 

In relation to the call charges proposal, we decided to make no further changes, 
on the grounds that we had already given appropriate consideration to how 
telephone numbers are used by vulnerable groups in formulating the policy. 

In relation to the summary resolution communication, we have considered 
further the NCF’s concerns and decided to include guidance relating to this 
rule. This amendment is set out in Chapter 2. 

In relation to the NCF’s concerns about the complaints return and data 
contextualization, we do not consider that it would be feasible or proportionate  
at the current time to include further data fields relating to protected 
characteristics on the complaints return, for firms to complete. However, this 
is something that we expect to consider as a an option when we next need to 
amend the return. 

We have also considered the broader concerns raised by the NCF in relation to 
the population of consumers who do not complain. The scope of our proposals 
are mainly aimed at improving the complaints process for those consumers 
who have already made a complaint, with the exception of the call charges 
proposal which should make it cheaper to complain by telephone and hence 
may encourage consumers to complain where they may otherwise have been 
discouraged by the cost. 
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The consumer research we undertook to help develop our proposals was 
drawn from populations of consumers who had already made a complaint 
to a financial services firm. In designing this research these populations were 
screened to ensure diversity. We also actively sought the views on the proposals 
of organisations representing more vulnerable consumers, who may be less 
likely to complain. 

Nevertheless, we recognise the importance of understanding the wider context 
of complaints and we encourage firms to consider the needs of all consumers, 
including vulnerable consumers, when handling complaints.
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2.8.2  R The Ombudsman cannot consider a complaint if the complainant refers it to 

the Financial Ombudsman Service: 

  

(1) more than six months after the date on which the respondent sent the 

complainant its final response, or redress determination or summary 

resolution communication; or 

  

…  

  

unless:  

  

…  

  

(5) the respondent has consented to the Ombudsman considering the 

complaint where the time limits in DISP 2.8.2R or DISP 2.8.7R have 

expired (but this does not apply to a “relevant complaint” within the 

meaning of section 404B(3) of FSMA the Act). 

2.8.3 G The six-month time limit is only triggered by a response which is a final 

response, or redress determination or summary resolution communication. 

The response must tell the complainant about the six-month time limit that 

the complainant has to refer a complaint to the Financial Ombudsman 

Service. 

…  

 

  

TP 

1  
Transitional Provisions 

(1) (2) 

Material to 

which the 

transitional 

provision 

applies 

(3) (4) Transitional provisions (5) 

Transitional 

provision: 

dates in force 

(6) 

Handbook 

provision 

coming 

into force 

…      

39 DISP 1.10 

and 1.10A, 

DISP 1 

Annex 1R, 

DISP 1 

Annex 

1BR 

R DISP 1.10, DISP 1.10A, DISP 1 

Annex 1R and DISP 1 Annex 1BR 

as they stand on 30 June 2016 

apply to a firm in relation to 

relevant reporting periods ending 

on or after 30 June 2016.  

For relevant reporting periods 

ending on or before 29 June 2016, 

DISP 1.10, DISP 1.10A, DISP 1 

From 30 June 

2016 

From 30 

June 2016 
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the customer calls for the full estimated duration.  Firms should note the 

effect of the call charges rule in GEN 7. 

[Note: paragraphs 3.9h of CBG and 3.18x (box) of DMG]  

…   

  

3.9  Financial promotions and communications: debt counsellors and debt 

adjusters  

… 
 

 Contents of financial promotions and communications 

…   

3.9.6A G Firms should note the effect of the call charges rule in GEN 7. 

…  

  

7.9  Contact with customers 

 Contacting customers  

…   

7.9.5A G Firms should note the effect of the call charges rule in GEN 7. 

…  

  

8.7  Charging for debt counselling, debt advice and related services  

…    

8.7.7 G Firms should note the effect of the call charges rule in GEN 7. 
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