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Welcome
The 2020 Annual Report reflects our nineteenth year of providing independent dispute resolution
to ensure fair treatment for all. The context of this report differs significantly from those of
previous years. as the structure of our daily routines and social interactions were entirely
disrupted by the pandemic.
Many of us navigated life within our four walls as places of work, education and socialisation
were abandoned in a drive to protect all. Covid had a huge impact on our use of parking, energy
and communications as our homes became even more central to our lives.
In the face of these challenges Ombudsman Services adjusted our ways of working, supported
colleagues and did our very best for the consumers, businesses and suppliers we resolve
disputes between.
Our focus areas for 2020 were Quality, Relationships, People and Strategy, the results of which we
are pleased to share in this report with further outcomes due to be realised throughout 2021 and
into 2022.
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Foreword from our Chair
2020 has seen Ombudsman Services navigate a year of unprecedented challenge and change.
We have done so not only with our business surviving but on course to thrive in 2021.
Models and processes introduced last year have helped us to sustain the business through this
challenging period and gain shape for what lies ahead. The subscription based funding model has
been a major contributor to our financial stability in the face of multiple energy supplier failures
and our strategic planning process has uncovered exciting opportunities for the future.
Whilst many suffered the paralysing effects of the pandemic, we have been fortunate to be able
to strategically invest in our people and in systems and processes that will help us to fulfil our
purpose to an even greater extent in 2021.
We’ve been able to invest in the wellbeing and development of our people including growing
our team to enable provision of a more empathetic, effective and efficient service. There has also
been ongoing investment into systems like our Dispute Resolution Platform to facilitate
improvements.
Our leadership team have grown together and initiated some great work in 2020 which has
included initiating the transformation to our Target Operating Model. This transition will see our
consumer-facing colleagues providing consumers and suppliers with a single contact end-to-end
dispute resolution service which we believe will improve the experience for all.
Our core values of balance, openness, empathy and courage remain central to our strategy
alongside a drive to ensure that we remain relevant to society. Therefore a large part of our focus
moving forward will be on increasing our accessibility with intent to grow our understanding and
establish a connection with consumers who are harder to reach or in more vulnerable
circumstances.
We look forward to continuing to realise our commitment to improving consumer experiences
through dispute resolution, service improvement and industry-wide improvement into 2021 and
beyond.

Lord Clement-Jones CBE
Chair of the Board
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Daresbury Park, Warrington
Head Office | Ombudsman Services
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Chief Ombudsman overview
Ombudsman Services is a not-for -profit organisation that provides an independent dispute resolution
service between suppliers subscribed to our service (in the energy and communications sectors) and the
businesses and consumers that use their services. We also provide the Parking on Private Land Appeals
(POPLA) service to motorists appealing parking charge notices issued by parking operators who are
members of the British Parking Association. Our service is free to consumers and motorists.
We are committed to improving consumer experiences through:

Resolving

disputes directly
with suppliers

Helping

suppliers to provide
better service

Collaborating

to impact industry
wide improvements

The Impact of the Pandemic
As with many businesses, 2020 was dominated by the operational challenges caused by the COVID-19
pandemic and our main priorities at the start of the crisis were to mobilise the business quickly to ensure
the continuity of our services and to help lessen the impact on our colleagues and consumers.
Our success in overhauling our IT platforms
and infrastructure in recent years enabled us to
deploy our business continuity plan seamlessly
once the pandemic took hold, well before the
majority of UK businesses. This meant that all
colleagues were able to work from home from
early March.
We also liaised closely with Ofgem and Ofcom
to adopt new ways of working to help suppliers
bolster their own front-line operations. This
enabled them to focus their resources on
meeting an increased demand for their services
with more consumers working from home in
the second half of the year.

Our year in numbers
140,000+ consumer enquiries
65,593 disputes resolved (within our
terms of reference)
11% decrease in energy disputes*
19% decrease in communications
cases*
21% settlements, consistent with 2019
*decreases were largely due to the impact of the pandemic.

POPLA
The nationwide lockdowns and suspension of the sector had a significant impact saw a 34% decrease
in decisions issued by POPLA (c 42k). Due to the flexibility of our operating model, affected colleagues
were able to support energy and communications activities.

06

Annual Report 2020

“

We believe that there is more need
than ever for consumer protection

”

Matthew Vickers

Chief Executive and Chief Ombudsman
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Finances
2020 saw us reporting a surplus, after taxation, of £1,127,733 for the year. We have maintained reserves in
line with our policy of three to six months cover of total costs.
The failure of energy suppliers continues to impact our finances, with £303,000 of bad debt incurred in
2020. The majority of this was related to Tonik Energy Limited going into administration in October 2020.
With an increase in complaint volumes in the second half of the year and work to maximise efficiency,
we’ve been able to absorb this bad debt.

Challenges
Whilst the pandemic highlighted a key business risk of the variability in case volumes driven by factors
beyond our control, this is mitigated by on-going forecasting and planning to ensure we remain financially
sound and are able to provide an effective service to all. We are pleased to report that we are wellplaced to manage the continued impact of the Covid-19 pandemic for the foreseeable future.
Whilst the challenges of 2020 caused a shortfall in case resolutions, by recruiting an Operational Support
Unit (OSU) productivity recovered quickly enabling an average dispute resolution period of under
twelve weeks in nearly 95% of cases. Aside from being an exceptional operational team with a bright
future, nationwide recruitment of our OSU colleagues has also enabled us to realise some of our Equality,
Diversity and Inclusion (E,D&I) objectives.
*Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) in the energy and communications
sectors were fully recovered by July 2021.

The Targeting Operating Model Transition
Work on a new operating model to improve the experience of consumers and those that subscribe to
our service continued during 2020. This transition is supported by a new operational leadership team
who share our values of being balanced, open, courageous and empathetic. Whilst the transition to the
new operating model presents an operational change risk, this is being carefully monitored in order to
realise significant improvement to our products, services, systems, data, resourcing and processes.
A pilot program was run to test and prove the model. The success of which has led to teams being
restructured and retrained to enable delivery of ‘end-to-end’ dispute resolution. This approach
provides a better experience for the consumer, a more cohesive service for subscribers, and significant
improvement for colleagues.

Structure
In August 2020 we launched Lumin Tech Limited (a wholly owned subsidiary of The Ombudsman Service
Limited). Lumin develop, integrate and support technology that provides insights to empower positive
consumer engagement. Their capability to develop bespoke solutions is being employed to develop a
dispute resolution platform that aside from reducing our operating costs, will help to address industrywide challenges and improve consumer experience into the future with further commercial potential.
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Strategy
Throughout 2020, we continued to develop our strategic direction. The Board have now approved
three areas of strategic focus around:
• Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) consolidation
• diversification and
• the energy remit (which has not changed substantially since 2006).
As the market moves from being commodity to service based, and with developments such as electric
vehicles, we believe that there is more need than ever for consumer protection to keep pace with these
advances.
In the longer-term our strategic planning process has identified some new possibilities and strategic
options for the future. Central to these will be the core values of the Group and the role the Ombudsman
plays in society - ensuring that we remain relevant in an ever-changing world.

Matthew Vickers
Chief Executive and Chief Ombudsman

Jo Jepson (Director of People & Purpose) and Matt Vickers
discussing our focus on Quality for 2020 (taken Dec 2019)
Annual Report 2020
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Consumer Action Monitor 2020
Our annual Consumer Action Monitor (CAM) report helps us to gain insight into the issues that matter
most to consumers. The 2020 report was our seventh and undertaken against the backdrop of the
pandemic during which consumers were even more reliant on energy and telecoms services.
The 2020 CAM report reflected some
interesting trends in consumer attitudes towards
complaining. The majority lacked awareness
and agreement around the timescales suppliers
currently have to resolve disputes. More than
half of consumers didn’t really know where
to take a dispute that wasn’t resolved to their
satisfaction by a supplier. The report detailed
that:

83%

reported that
effective complaint
handling increases

78%

think that providers
have four weeks
or less to resolve

In 2021 trust in companies has remained relatively stable as have expectations of apologies and
reassurances. Whilst the attitude that a well-handled complaint increases loyalty remains there are
signs that consumer expectations are increasing. Expectations around faster resolutions and more
instant responses were expressed by 60% of respondents. 2021 respondents were divided over the
fairness of companies having 8 weeks to resolve disputes which demonstrated a much more lenient
attitude than reported in 2020.

The 2020 report documented changes in consumer attitudes during
the pandemicwith complaining having declined significantly between
March and May. Many respondents cited increased tolerance (41%)
with nearly a quarter choosing not to complain with previously
expressed strong sentiments also decreasing during this period.
Whilst the level of consumers considering themselves vulnerable fell
slightly, vulnerable consumers were made more-so by the pandemic
and made twice as many complaints as non-vulnerable consumers.
With 2020 seeing complaint levels dropping to their lowest levels since
recording began in 2014, the June 2021 research reported that complaint
volumes had recovered to the levels experienced in 2017.
More than half of the consumers surveyed (54%) stated that a complaint
would largely be motivated by the level of investment in an item. The
majority of consumers (90%) would complain if they had suffered a financial
loss.

Mean number of complaints per person
3.7

tren d line
2.7

4.2

2.68

2.5
0.95

2017

51%

2018

2019

2020

0.86
2020

2020

2021

The 2021 CAM reported that the majority (51%) of consumers felt the pandemic made it harder to
complain and get customer service. Notably this was the experience of those with a disability more
than those without.
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The Green Agenda
CAM 2020 found that the green credentials of energy and telecoms suppliers were most important
to: 66% of the youngest (17-24 year olds) and oldest over 65’s) in society.
• 64% of women compared to 58% of men
• 50% of consumers in AB to DE socioeconomic groups
• With 65% of consumers feeling that their energy suppliers credentials were important 		
compared to 56% for communications providers
Whilst 2020 saw environmental issues climbing the agenda with consumers valuing suppliers green
credentials in their buying decisions, 2021 saw a further 20% increase in this position. Interestingly
the majority of consumers surveyed in 2021 felt that environmentally friendly options are not
yet accessible to them in terms of changing heating systems (85%) and moving to electric and
hybrid vehicles. There is a definite gap in education when it comes to ‘net zero’ with only 11% of
consumers understanding the term (mainly males from more affluent socio-economic groups).
Understanding consumers
We identified four persona groups in 2020 that helped to make our understanding of consumers a
more personal one. These groups demonstrated common attitudes around their need for respect,
understanding and reassurance and their wish to receive an apology. They were largely differentiated
by the level of desired involvement in reaching a resolution.
In 2021 these persona categories expanded to six distinct groups that reflect consumer
expectations of better service, just outcomes and financial settlements alongside anxiety at
the thought of complaining, concerns around fairness and a lack of belief in the process being
worthwhile.
The impact of demographic on consumer attitudes
We expanded our research for the 2021 CAM report to incorporate more demographic detail. By
capturing data such as age, ethnicity, marital status, gender, vulnerability, disability, employment,
socioeconomic group and education level, we have been able to deepen our understanding of
how demographic might impact attitude, particularly where there are factors relating to vulnerability,
equality, diversity and inclusion.
The data revealed that those most likely to complain are older white males from more affluent socio
economic backgrounds. Those with a higher number of complaints per person include younger
people, ethnic minorities, higher socio-economic groups, those with a higher level of education,
people living in London and confident internet users.
Those with a lower number of complaints per person were generally people over 45, retired people,
those from lower socio-economic groups, those based in North East England and those who are
unconfident internet users.
Annual Report 2020
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Colleague engagement
People first
2020 saw Ombudsman Services retain focus on our greatest resource, our people. Taking care
of our people throughout the pandemic took on many and varied forms from the mechanics of
enabling everybody to work from home in a short space of time to increasing communications and
coordinating activities to ensure that people were connected and their wellbeing supported.
We were able to provide physical support for home working through the provision of screens, chairs,
sundry equipment and DSE assessments. We also arranged that a working from home allowance be
paid directly as part of payroll to ensure that nobody was disadvantaged.
Our internal communications platform Horizon came into its own in 2020 with themed content days
and community areas for engagement. The MyHR system was introduced in the Spring to enable
colleagues to manage their holidays and benefits etc. digitally. The system has also facilitated
managers to self-service areas of colleague support.

Ombudsman Services colleagues pictured shortly before lockdown in December 2019

Flexibility and development
The lockdowns of the pandemic presented colleagues with a number of challenges. We did everything
that we could to support colleagues through this time. For some, working patterns were adjusted
to accommodate circumstances such as increased childcare responsibilities and the need to home
educate. We also provided colleagues with opportunity to invest in their own development through free
access to LinkedIn Learning and a focused ‘Learning at Work’ week of virtual activities and resources.

Support and connection
It meant a lot to colleagues to be reassured that nobody would be furloughed or lose their job and
that everyone would get paid during such a challenging time. We even reviewed and renewed
colleague benefits to ensure that as much as possible could be delivered virtually and developed
new methods of onboarding to connect new colleagues with their peers.
A whole program of activities was developed to support and connect colleagues whilst working
remotely. These included those to support day to day functioning such as ‘Daily Updates’ on our
Horizon platform, and virtual ‘Coffee Catch ups’ with senior leaders and ‘Town Hall’ meetings where
Matt and Simon provided updates on what was happening in the business and colleagues were able
to ask questions. We also hosted people managers forums to help those supporting teams.
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Wellbeing
Weekly wellbeing sessions were hosted along with access to additional
support through tools like the ‘Unum’ counselling resource and ‘Unmind’
mental health app that was introduced. We also worked more closely
with ‘Next Steps Consulting’ to provide personal wellbeing support to
colleagues. Our leaders worked with our HR team to ensure that every
colleague had at least 2 welfare calls throughout the year.
Colleagues were able to dial into podcasts and seminars from an
array of inspirational speakers including Dame Kelly Holmes (pictured
right). They were also invited to enjoy ‘The Lockdown Sessions’ which
included live comedy club broadcasts, magic, music and bingo to
break the monotony of life in lockdown.

Mental health: key focus in 2020

Dame Kelly Holmes gives an
inspirational talk to our team

In recognition of the fact that wellbeing is a
whole household concern, we coordinated
activities to engage and support colleagues
families. These included treasure hunts,
quizzes with prizes, distribution of Easter
chocolate and bespoke Christmas hampers
with food, drink, gifts and games for children
(pictured left).

Christmas Hampers distributed to all
colleagues in 2020

We ran online events for children through the
summer holidays including competitions with
prizes for dressing up, recreating pictures,
colouring and creating Lego vehicles.

Celebrating people
We have continued to recognise colleagues
through the year through our ‘Shine’ platform
and hosted our annual ‘People Awards’ in a
virtual ceremony which featured the ‘long
service’ awards for the first time (pictured
bottom right).
The efforts of the business in 2020 were reflected
through colleagues ‘Great Place to Work’ survey
responses. This year there was an exceptional
participation rate from colleagues (84%) and
we scored 72% (right) on the trust index which
saw our ‘Great Place to Work’ score increase
by 19%. This resulted in receiving our first ever
‘Great Place to Work’ accreditation (in the UK’s
Top 50 best large companies), followed by a
second acknowledgement of being a ‘Great
Place to Work’ for women. Whilst we’re proud
of this achievement, there is more we want to
do.
2021 will see Ombudsman Services investing in
our colleagues’ working environment through
the proposed building refurbishment project.
The project is centred around encouraging
greater collaboration, peer-to-peer support and
an improved work-life balance with enhanced
facilities including the addition of a dedicated
gym facility.
Annual Report 2020

Our GPTW score in 2020 increased by 17% from 2019

The first virtual People’s Awards, recognising
colleagues via Microsoft Teams (Christmas 2020)
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Equality and diversity
We are committed to equality of opportunity and respect for diversity and inclusion and are looking
forward to furthering this commitment in 2021. Plans include the appointment of resource dedicated
to this area along with changes to our data capture processes and systems to enable accurate
reporting and profiling. This data will provide the insights from which a more diverse workforce can
be developed and the accessibility of our service extended.
We enjoyed celebrating women in the workplace with a number of our colleagues telling their
stories through video interviews that were shared across social media and our internal platforms. We
were determined to celebrate ‘Pride’ in June and enjoyed how it brought us closer as a team even
though we couldn’t physically be together.
Our Mean Average Gender Pay Gap increased from +7.8% in 2019 to +12.3% in 2020. Whilst this is
disappointing the are opportunities to address this in the near future along with the ability to track
our progress as part of a more strategic approach to diversity and inclusion.

Corporate social responsibility
We are always looking for ways to improve our environmental impact. 2020 saw us continue to recycle
100% of our waste and complete Greenhouse Gas assessments to explore solutions for offsetting our
carbon footprint.
The business supported and match-funded corporate and individual fundraising efforts for charities
throughout 2020. There were many cakes baked, bought and consumed, many cups of coffee
drunk and some incredible dedication demonstrated to worthy causes. In addition to our work with
Warrington Foodbank (which became increasingly critical through 2020) our colleagues chose to
support the charities Mind and Dementia UK.

We’re looking forward to introducing supported opportunities for volunteering in the coming year
and developing deeper richer relationships through working with local causes whose purpose is
aligned with our own.
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Customer experience
In 2019, we shared that we had chosen ‘Upland Rant & Rave’ to partner with us in providing our
business to consumer (B2C) survey platform. These B2C surveys went live in Q1 2020 and have
allowed us to gather representative insights and feedback direct from consumers about our
service.
We have identified trends in both consumers positive feedback and the areas where they feel we
need to improve. These insights have contributed to the shaping of the Target Operating Model
which supports the business priorities of providing people with an impartial, empathetic quality
service.
Having built a year’s worth of survey data in 2020 we now have a benchmark against which future
scores and insights can be measured. This will enable us to understand if the changes we are
making across the business are achieving the consumer experience improvements we are aiming
for.
We continued to issue Business to Business (B2B) surveys to the energy and communication suppliers
that subscribe to our service throughout 2020. We are happy to report that they demonstrated
recognition of the improvements made to communications, including our virtual Sector Liaison
Panels and welcomed the changes in partnership management.
The 2020 customer experience results reflect a positive improvement in our service, which we are
really pleased with. The insight gained from these surveys will continue to shape the businesses
development and future improvement opportunities.

Our experience scores with consumers (B2C)

72.3%

Customer
Satisifaction
Scores (CSAT)

New for 2020

28.6

Customer
Effort Score
(CES)

New for 2020

58.1

Net Promoter
Score (NPS)

New for 2020

Our experience scores with suppliers (B2B)

80.2%

Customer
Satisifaction
Scores (CSAT)

+11.9% since 2019
Annual Report 2020

22.9

13.3

+17.9 since 2019

+17.7 since 2019

Customer
Effort Score
(CES)

Net Promoter
Score (NPS)
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Service complaints
2020 was an extremely challenging year in which we received 1134 service complaints, a slightly
lower volume than in 2019. We found in the customers favour in 79% of the complaints received in
2020, which was down from 83% in 2019.
Ombudsman Services handled 92,172 dispute resolutions for the energy and communication sectors
in 2020. The majority of which did not result in an Ombudsman service complaint.
There was a notable decrease in referrals to the Independent Assessor in 2020 as Customer Relations
resolved more complaints in-house. The Independent Assessor has again commented on the
excellent quality of our service complaint handling.
The Independent Assessor considered 98 cases in 2020, down from 129 cases in 2019. 89% were
upheld or justified and so had merit, down from 90% in 2019. Feedback from the Independent
Assessor is provided to the Board annually, and ongoingly to operational staff.

Moving forwards
We introduced the Service Delivery Department in 2020 which our Customer Experience team now
form part of. The Customer Experience team supported customers and provided great value to the
operation through; the creation of enhanced surveys, detailed analysis of customer journeys and
representing the VOC in key TOM work packages.
2021 will see Ombudsman Services making structural changes at leadership level to ensure that
building and maintaining trust for all customer groups, particularly the vulnerable, is at the forefront
at what we do.
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Independent Assessor
Summary annual report of the Independent Assessor 2020
Complaints to the Independent Assessor saw a spike in 2019 but returned closer to 2017/18 levels in
2020 with 98 reports.
Of those:
• 51 (55%) had at least one new valid issue in my review
• 10 (11%) were not upheld as I found no merit in the complaint
• 32 (34%) were justified as I saw nothing more in my review than had already been acknowledged

What are customers complaining about?
Communication
Simple communication failures, generally cited as ‘another thing’ to a larger concern. Many of these
have been issues where a consumer’s communication preferences weren’t met.
Disputes, Appeals and Decisions
Consumers dislike a provider being able to dispute acceptance of a case multiple times. There have
been instances where insufficient scrutiny was given and provider disputes were too readily accepted.
There have been complaints where a decision over a case being within the Ombudsman Services
remit was delayed causing the consumer to complain. Issues have arisen where the Ombudsman
Services colleague who reached the first decision has also reviewed the appeal which has not
provided a balanced perspective. Where consumers believe that a decision is incorrect these have
to be handled by Customer Relations. Sometimes these involve decision changes due to a postdecision challenge from a supplier. This causes confusion and disappointment after a consumer has
accepted an outcome and should be paid in goodwill.
Delay
There were no systemic delays and from Customer Relations clearing their backlog in March,
complaints in this area stopped too. However, individual errors did cause delay in cases starting or
progressing, one of which resulted in my highest award. This case suffered communication failures
both of channel preference and delay.
Evidence
There has been process inconsistency in handling and availability of evidence causing issue. The
move to evidence visibility in the Case Management System has caused issues where the process
hasn’t been adhered to and parties have not had full visibility or updates.
Remedy Issues
These occur when a consumer reports that a remedy isn’t in place and there is a miscommunication or
disconnect between the investigation officer and remedy team. Issues like this occur where process
isn’t being followed consistently.
Problems with CMS
Consumers struggle to use the system and upload evidence. Issues can be technical or user based
but are common on smaller tablets and outdated operating systems. In some cases system page
content didn’t match PDFs and timeframes have been wrongly represented on the system ‘case clock’.
Meeting requests for reasonable adjustment
Very few cases reflect a reasonable adjustment not being met, most centre around communication
issues. Letters sent for special formatting to meet adjusted needs are delayed so that dates are
inaccurate leading to misunderstanding. There have also been complaints around inconsistency of
meeting reasonable adjustment in decisions, but the rationale around the value placed on outcomes
can be hard for consumers to understand.
Annual Report 2020

17

Summary annual report of the Independent Assessor 2020 cont.
Other issues
Other issues cited have included problems where cases are submitted via Resolver, problems with
record keeping and acceptance of decisions from postal customers.

Recommendations
My recommended actions this year included apologies, goodwill payments, costs, specific actions
and internal review for lesson learning.

Goodwill Payments
The additional sum I awarded in 2020 was lower than 2019 at £3,015 (down from £4,480).
Whilst 2020 was a challenging year with the pandemic and switch to home working there was no
reflection of this in the complaints I assessed. What I did note was a marked increase in aggressive,
offensive and rude behaviour from consumers towards the Ombudsman Services team. This is a
cause for concern in relation to their wellbeing.
In closing, I again thank the users of Ombudsman Services for bringing their concerns to me, and for
their feedback.

Joanna Wallace
Independent Assessor [February 2021]
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Our priorities for 2021-2022
An informed, well-run, sustainable business
Continual investment in our infrastructure, research and training will ensure we have the technology,
knowledge and capability to offer quicker, better attuned adaptable services to ensure we’re a wellrun, sustainable business now and into the future.

Clear and fair principles to promote fairness in the markets we serve
The energy and communication sector markets remain competitive; we understand that so we must
remain fair and transparent in our decision making.

Firm, fair, flexible, resolutions that are right first time
We’ll endeavour to ensure our decisions and recommendations are firm, fair, flexible in adapting to
our consumers’ needs and right the first time.

An influential, valued partner
Partnerships with member companies and key stakeholders such as regulators and trade bodies will
strengthen; and we’ll keep raising industry standards by positively influencing policies and research
to benefit consumers.

An informed and qualified view of our future options
We’ll support the UK government’s sector’s commitment to achieve net zero and become carbon
neutral by offering our data, research and human insight, to benefit future generations whilst
communicating with consumers to better understand their needs.

Values-based workforce, trusted and enabled to perform
A customer-centric business, we value our people and trust and empower them to perform to
the best of their ability. Our community will strengthen so everyone believes “Together we are an
Ombudsman”.

Powered by secure, reliable systems
Technological transformation and new tools will strengthen our business infrastructure and security
to ensure a well-run, secure business for now and into the future.
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