36

Collecting Market Infor
on Goods and Services

t

B ,\DDﬂ]ﬂ&%}%%Bﬁ

miz&:

Market Surveillance

The consumption environment has been transformed with digiiél‘ T

developments. In recognition of these changes, the Council embarked
on an expanded market surveillance programme® in the year under
review, which included daily monitoring of grocery prices at online food
vendors, digital services such as ticket reseller platforms and airfare
comparison websites, as well as services that impact the everyday life of
consumers, such as credit card cash rebates, home insurance, and home
care services for the elderly. The Council also raised public concerns
over the need for the airline industry to enhance the transparency
of its overbooking policy and studied price movements in a basket of
supermarket items and the textbook market.

Airfare Comparison Websites

Although airfare comparison websites claim they search hundreds or
even thousands of airline and travel agency websites and offer only the
lowest prices available, the Council found huge price differences among
the websites regarding their so-called “cheapest” air tickets. The Council
conducted 50 trials on 6 airfare comparison websites and found that
for flights for the same date and destination, the “cheapest” airfares
shortlisted by these comparison websites could vary by nearly 100%.
Even when the search results were restricted to identical flights, the price
shortlisted on different comparison websites could still vary by 45%.

Quite often when consumers were diverted from the comparison
websites to the ticket-selling websites for the “cheapest” ticket, they
would find it marked at a higher price. In 41.5% of the trials, the “lowest”
prices displayed on the most problematic comparison websites were
inconsistent with the relevant ticket-selling websites. The biggest price
variation represented an increase of nearly 30%.
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The provision of clear and accurate information
is key to effective consumer empowerment.
The Council is continually engaged in collecting,
analysing and correlating information on a vast and
ever-growing range of goods and services in both the
physical and digital marketplaces.
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In addition to price variations, consumers should pay attention to the
reliability of the information provided by comparison websites. The study
showed that in some trials, the lowest-priced tickets on 3 comparison
sites were either sold out or the shortlisted fares could not be displayed.

Furthermore, none of the comparison websites in the survey provided
clear information in regard to baggage allowance, fare or booking
class, air mileage earnings, or ticket_change and cancellation policies.
,The‘C'o'uncil advised consumers to bear in mind that this information

" could affect airfares, they should always unders\ténd\their own needs,
compare the terms and conditions carefully before purchasg.

Airline Overbooking Policies

The Council gleaned through the websites of 15 airlines for information

relating to overbooking policies and found that only 2 of the airlines.
provided relatively clear information on boarding priorities, alternative

flight arrangements and compensation amount for passengers
involuntarily denied boarding. The other airlines offered only very
sketchy information. 6 airlines vaguely indicated that compensation
would be provided in accordance with the relevant legislation, yet
without providing details of the arrangements for alternative flights, the
criteria for compensation and the compensation amount.

There was also no uniformity as to where the overbooking policies were

posted on the airlines” websites. Some airlines posted their overbooking

policies on the “Conditions of Carriage” page, while others included the

related information in their “Customer Commitment”/“Customer Service

Plan” section, or in the form of notices or

announcements. The airlines used different

terms for denied boarding or overbooking, . I
o e . ﬂ"a

such as “denied boarding”, “oversales”,

“overbooking” or “involuntary

rerouting”, which can further confuse

passengers and make the policies

more difficult to compare.
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In addition, Council staff posing as prospective customers made 48
enquiries with 15 airlinés through their service hotlines or airport service
counters, and 30 enquiries with 15 licensed travel agents through their
service hotlines or branches to explore what other channels could be
used to obtain information on airline overbooking policies. The findings
showed that even the frontline staff of airlines were not clear about
overbooking arrangements, since 60% of them responded that they
could offer no information on the company’s overbooking policies;
and 30% replied that they were not clear about the compensation
mechanism for overbooking, or that the company had not provided
any special guideljnes or specific standards regarding overbooking.
And about 30% of the surveyed travel agents indicated that they were
unclear about the dverbooking arrangements of the airlines.

The Council stressed that despite the absence of legislation governing
airline overbooking in Hong Kong, as responsible business operators,
airlines should provide timely, clear and detailed information to
passengers, and should rigorously review their existing overbooking
policies and handling procedures, and implement immediate
improvements.

Annual Supermarket Price Survey

In the year under review, the Council expanded its coverage of major
supermarket chains from 3 to 4 to provide consumers with more
comprehensive information about supermarket prices and trends.
Compared with 2016, the aggregate average price of 200 top-selling
items in 2017 dropped by 0.04%. But the survey revealed significant
aggregate average price chreases in 3 product categories (1.9% to
5.3%) and 15 product groups (1.9% to 11.7%), both were higher than the
increase of Composite Consumer Price Index (CPI) for the corresponding
period (1.5%). '

The basket of 200 items was broadly divided into 12 categories and 45
product groups. 7 of the 12 categéfies recorded an upward trend, with
an aggregate average price increased from 0.2% to 5.3% YoY, while 5
categories were down by 0.7% to 5.4% YoY. The analysis showed that
the aggregate average prices of 21 of fhg 45 product groups were up
from 0.4% to 11.7% YoY. The product group leading the price surge was
bean curd, with an average increase of 11.7%. Coming next were peanut
butter/fruit jam (6.4%), pre-packaged cake (5.9%), adult milk powder
(4.6%), carbonated drinks (3.8%) and eggs (3.\7%). In contrast, the
aggregate average prices of 23 product groups were down YoY, from 0.1%
to 7.3%, notably, instant coffee R
(-7.3%), evaporated/condensed
milk (-4.4%), canned vegetables/
soup (-3.6%) and nuts (-3.3%).
Cheese was the only product
group that remained unchanged in
the aggregate average price.
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Credit Card Cash Rebates

To attract customers and to boost spending,
credit card companies offer a dazzling array of
rewards. In a survey of 19 card issuers providing
38 cash rebate plans, the Council found that
the calculation models for the various reward
schemes could be categorised into 3 main
types: direct rebates (18 plans), rebates through
redemptions (11 plans), and reward deductions
(10 plans). After stripping out the various other
benefits, the redemption rate for a S1 cash
rebate still differed by up to 8 times, with credit
card purchases ranging from $50 to $450.

Card issuers promoted a tempting range of rewards, with different cash
rebate redemption rates according to spending category, region of
purchase, or type of shop. Most plans awarded higher cash rebates for
purchases overseas or in a foreign currency. Some card issuers offered
extra reward points to cardholders who spent at designated shops,
and some even offered cardholders the choice of their own preferred
spending categories and reward multipliers. By choosing credit cards
with a higher rebate ratio, the transaction amount for a $1 cash rebate
could drop considerably from $250 to $27.8.

The Council adyis“éd consumers to pay particular attention to the
restrictions imposed in the cash rebate plans, the stated expiry period,
and the annual fee. Of the 13 plans with reward points, 6 plans set a
maxjm’u/m limit on reward points offered or accumulated. As for the
expiry period, 5 plans set the expiry period for reward points from 15
- “months to 3 years, while the other 8 plans had no expiry period. Most
plans did not allow cash rebates or rewards for cash advances, annual
fees or tax payments. Most credit cards charged an annual fee of $220-
$6,800. When consumers compute the actual cost of the cash rebate
earned, these limitations and annual fees should all be taken into account.

The Council reminded cardholders to exercise prudent financial control,
spend within their means, and never apply for a credit card recklessly
or spend more than what they can afford just to earn extra rewards or
obtain welcome gifts.

Home Care Services

As there is an increasing demand for home care services due to ageing
population in Hong Kong, the Council compared home care services
offered by 12 social enterprises or private companies. The study found
that the diverse service charges from $80 to $2,500 were set or calculated
based on the qualifications and hours of service of the service providers,
which included registered nurses, enrolled nurses, physiotherapists,
occupational therapists, health workers and personal care workers.

The findings showed that the scope of services provided by each
company was different and some services had a minimum service

time from 30 minutes to 4 hours. Most of the personal care workers

provided services for personal hygiene, such as bathing assist{anc’e/and
diaper changing. 2 companies offered additional services, such as house
cleaning and emotional care. Most of the comparriés, required a health
worker for services like wound ca‘re,,hafn'dﬁr‘wg urine bags/stoma bags,
and stomach tube feeding.- -~
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The Council advised consumers to check in advance that the service
providers have the relevant professional qualifications to deliver the
service in need. Consumers were also reminded to check the service
areas and hours of the agencies, and the terms of service in severe
weather, and to confirm the service time when making an appointment.

Home Insurance

More and more households buy home insurance

as the concept of home protection grows sk
in Hong Kong. The Council compared
22 household insurance schemes,
and found 10 of the schemes

set 40 years as the upper limit

for the age of building of the
insured unit, and 7 set the

upper limit for the building

age from 25 to 55 years. All-

risk inclusive household

contents protection formed

the core of home insurance

schemes, but the schemes

had different definitions of
household cont/emé, uninsured
incidents Qrifems, and insured
amounts, which ranged from
$200,000 to $3 million. There was

‘also a variation among the schemes
" in extended or supplemental cover and

amounts; for example, the insured amount
for alternative accommodation ranged from
$15,000 to $300,000 per policy year.

Almost all the schemes applied “excess” for household contents |
protection, such as loss or damage caused by water flooding, water |
pipe bursts or rain water seepage. For an insurance policy for a unit in.

a building 25 vears old or less, with an insured amount of $1 million for
household contents, for example, the excess could range from $250 to
$3,000, reflecting a variation of 11 times. The range of excess for Iegél
liability protection was even more substantial, from $250 to $10,00D,
indicating a difference of 39 times. ’

The Council advised consumers to evaluate their asset value carefLﬁlly
and choose only the insurance policy that suited them best. Choo§ing
a policy solely based on the premium may run the risk of payingw‘for
insurance protection that is of little or even no use. :

Online Price Watch

The Council collected daily prices of around 2,200 products from online
food stores, supermarkets and personal care stores, which were listed
on the Council’s Online Price Watch website. During the year, the site
was enhanced to include new sub-categories of products, like egg rolls
and dietary supplements. The average number of unique visitors to the
website per month increased from approximately 53,600 to 60,500 Yo.
Most of the visitors were from Hong Kong (67%) and the Mainland (13%\).
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/ Textbook Prices and Expenditure Surveys

The Council’s survey of textbook prices of 847 commonly used textbooks
from 23 publishers found that the price of textbooks rose by an average
of 3.6% YoY, with a breakdown of 3.5% for primary schools and 3.7% for
secondary schools, both were higher than the 2.0% rate of inflation in
the same period. The majority of the textbooks surveyed (96.2%) were
found to have increased by 0.8% to 8.5%. The prices of 32 textbooks
(3.8%) remained unchanged, but most of these were for non-core
subjects, including Tourism and Hospitality Studies, Religious Studies and
Music. None of the textbooks surveyed had a decrease in price. This
has been a continuing trend over the past 6 consecutive years.

With the help of the Education Bureau, the Council collected textbook
lists for the new academic year from 47 primary and 38 secondary
schools as to investigate students’” expenditure on textbooks. The survey
revealed that primary and secondary school students spent an average
of HKS$2,729 and HKS2,736 respectively for mandatory textbooks and
learning materials. Average textbook expenditure increased by 4.4%
YoY for primary schools and 3.5% for secondary schools. Both were

_higher than the 2.0% rate of inflation in the same period. All primary
schaol levels recorded an increase in average textbook expenditure
Yo, from 4.2% (Primary 2 and 4) to 5.0% (Primary 6). Average textbook
expendituré\in\secondary grades varied significantly from a fall of 3.1%
(Form 6) YoY to a rise of 5.1% (Form 2).

Ticket Reseller Plé‘tfo\rms

In response to recent rampéni ticket scalping activities, the Council
looked into 3 ticket reseller blalforms and found that the risk to
consumers was highly disproportionate to the services rendered and
the exorbitant high fee charged. Apart-from an extreme difference in
the ticket prices, the reseller platforms charged a handling fee of 26.5%
to 38.8% of the ticket price from the sellers and a booking fee of 15% to
28.8% of the ticket price from the buyers. ’

However, it was found that none of the reseller platforms provided exact
information about the tickets beyond the date, sta\rt\ing time, venue
and designated ticket zone at the show. None of the platforms showed
information on the printed tickets about the seat row aﬁq location, or
the terms and conditions of the event. If the tickets were lost in the
mail or delivery was delayed, none of the 3 platforms undertook to
guarantee a refund. If the tickets were found to be invalid, 2 of the
platforms set out cumbersome refund requirements for the éffected
buyers. The provision of customer service by the platforms was virtually
non-existent. Although some platforms did list out the customer
service hotline number or email, when problems concerning the sale
and purchase of tickets occurred, neither buyers nor sellers could get.in
contact with the customer service staff. '

The headquarters of 2 platforms were located in
other countries or regions, with no local
office specified. If there is a dispute, it
will be difficult to pursue redress from
a different jurisdiction. The Council
therefore reminded consumers to refrain
from buying tickets through unofficial
channels to avoid the risk.

BUY NOW!

HREBRRBEREENE

FERFRABERNARZTEFAETRNE23HH
it EHBATAEREZ -RAERBRBATEES
EFHTER3.6% EF NERRBEREN
FFE DA /R3.5% K3.7% &R R RHER
(2.0%) o K&ED (96.2%) BRI EZ1EH 2 F10
B MEHO0.8%E8.0%AE - AF32AHREF
(3.8%) ®iG=]1E TEBIFEMBE  BEKE
HpE RBRER FNFERBEEMHABER
B TRASEECEFHBRALERENER -

o AEEHBRBE T WETATENE K
IBEPBRMEFNEE LR BLEREEE
MBS AT BRRNARENERBERBEHN
RS I RBEMTIX A A2, 729K
$2,736 B EEEDRE44%K3.5% FHIRES
REMEIR (2.0%) /hNBRFH T MR
BFAE FIERL.2% N R/NE) B5.0% (0

B2 R B NBR3.1% (FX) B EF15.1% ()
R

“FHRFE

BEROGNFPZNEES TOBE AERE
TIEHEZFMIENFTR BREHBELUSE
B B=HEMRBMATAXAERAIE
te e teah > 3EFa 2RI AE XKW FIREHER
26.5%X38.8% (FFHEE © FFF N & A B RUEL
ZEM15%F 28.8%FTaR] &

BARARToHRBAERREREENFIZE
A HENPZE RSB RERIEMN AN R
B BEABAPIEMBERER - B TFEHMASR
TNAEME EMEMTHACENER B
BIEESNRR KRS - BPIRFRNEIE
R SEFEBARBERAMESIHIE - /4
AFIRRY 2EFEEREFRF L FEEENR
REE - BIN FENBEFPRBIRER &2
BHATHEFPRBARABHER  ERANE
EXBEMERBREEMHE ER2ENAE
HEEEMREETPRES

2MEFERIMER A E E MR M
& FREIBEBREREM
B —BRAEFY TREY
Y 3 2K %t B 7 2
IR SREELUBTE
Rt g REH
BEANEERFE
TREBE DURE
eSS

™

M



