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Market surveillance continues to be one of the most important activities
of the Council's work. This involves collecting timely information on the
ever-growing range of goods and services available in both the physical
and e-marketplaces, and analysing the data to help consumers shop wisely
with clear pricing and value comparisons. The survey results also serve
to advocate for the right measures either at industry or regulatory level
to better safeguard consumer interests. In the year prices of groceries
and daily necessities were monitored on a continuous basis, while other
widely used products and services or those with rising trends were the
subjects of periodic special surveys. These surveys are aimed at providing
clear and transparent information to the public, a key enabler to consumer
empowerment.
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Market Surveillance

Given the rise of e-commerce, the Council continued to expand its market
surveillance® efforts in the year under review. Apart from the longitudinal studies
on the price movements in the grocery and textbook markets, a wide range
of studies catering to the needs and preferences of consumers of different age
groups and generations was conducted during the year, including new trends
such as bouldering gyms, dating apps and clear aligner services. Meanwhile,
surveys on credit card cash rebate, pet insurance plans and the newly emerged
“Buy Now, Pay Later” business model were conducted to strengthen financial

consumer protection amid a changing consumption landscape.

5. See Appendix 3 for the list of survey and service study reports published in 2022-23.
My =s¥5IR 2022-23 FEBFRMNAERRBAITRE
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Daily Necessities
Annual Supermarket Price Survey

Although the pandemic had slightly eased in 2021, the Council’'s annual
supermarket price survey 20271 announced in the year under review revealed
that the aggregate average price (in short, “price”) of a basket of 230
supermarket items, derived from the scan data of the 3 major supermarket
chains, showed merely a slight 1.9% drop compared with that of 2020. Despite
the subsequent price dip for various groceries, the percentage decrease could
not offset the increase in the previous year.

In addition to the annual supermarket price survey, the Council analysed the
price data of 90 grocery items under 171 product groups from 3 local online
supermarkets from January to March 2022 to investigate the latest supermarket
price trends during the fifth wave of the COVID-19 outbreak. The survey found
the price of 63 items available at all 3 supermarkets to have risen 4.2% in March
compared with January, while that for the 27 items only sold at 2 supermarkets
recorded an 8.3% increase. An increase ranging from 0.2% to 24.8% was found
for the price of all 11 product groups, while the 3 groups with the steepest price
rise, namely prepackaged cakes, rice and eggs, increased by 8.2% to 24.8%.

With the economy and the public’s livelihood battered by the pandemic,
consumers are faced with increased financial burden. The Council urged traders
to shoulder their social responsibility and tide over the tough times with
consumers, by stablising the price of food and daily necessities to their best effort.

2021 SFEEMIESRAE

230 THE BB TS EES 2020 &£

BE A&

FEBHEKRRAE

ARRBIE 2021 FHBHEMN  EASEFRNE
MmN 2021 FEEHERASHERET  RE
SEFEEEETMNFEREEBTEN—ET7H
230 HEME MR EE (M8 TEEL)
£2 2020 FFLEBR MMEMEK 1.9% o BEHE LR
ERERKARE  AMBAERESHBESR
BEARSE & B — AV TFHIE ©

BT FEBHERASI  KGESNTY 2022
F1AZE3AEME  SEABRLES 11
Q0 IEERMERER » LIAERES 5 REIER
TR ERETERNENEREBS - AT
IR 3 EEHYEENET 63 EER R 3 A
MR EB®R 1 B LA 42% B4 271BR
N 2EEMHENEREER L7 8.3% 2%
1S REERS 02% & 24.8% KFHIE -
HebAEESW 3 HERABESE - &K
BE  FIENF 8.2% F 24.8% -

RIS TEERACHTIE  BRARNES
BFE LT - BERTREDELLR T
B HNBERSMABINES  BHR
SR -

13X ERETIIER

]

—
—
)

L o

R 145
®H/BE
BE
SRBERS
*=8
Bt/ B
B~ R

FE-ES
EEmEE~-E

DN I~ R -

41%
3.5%
3.4%
34% EETHERSK -121%
T -9.2%
26% =+ -8.5%
FEERERSR / m -8.4%
BIANGE -
Fih/ BB

- BIERA

-T.1%

HBEEES 2022-23 £ 69




Online Price Watch
BLEE—EE

-
Online Price Watch
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Daily prices of over 2,700 products from online food 14,611 ;?g;ﬁ eEREPLLERE - BHXE
stores, supermarkets and personal care stores were AERAREWRESS 270048
collected and listed on the Council's "Online Price MmN ER - B 2023 £ 1 A HTIE
Watch” (OPW) website. In January 2023, an additional 8,364 =i @ — LB ERESERELR

online supermarket was added, bringing the database
up to a total of 8 online food stores / supermarkets
/ health and beauty stores, including Wellcome,
PARKNSHORP, Market Place by Jasons, Watsons, Mannings, AEON, DCH Food
Mart and Ztore. Features of the website include “Top Price Differences”,
“Highlight Products”, “Price Drop Products” and “My Favourite”, etc. Consumers
can make price comparisons for food and everyday necessities online from the
comfort of home.

Pain and Fever Relief Medicine Containing Paracetamol

As market demand for pain and fever relief medicine surged in late December
2022 due to the fluctuating pandemic situation, some of the more popular
brands of such medication were found to be out of stock and with raised

prices. Across 3 weeks from late December 2022 to mid-
S
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January 2023, Council staff paid over 140 visits to pharmacies, A0 anszas 1TAHREMNIEEEN
- CONSUMER COUNCIL o \ ~.
supermarkets and health and beauty stores in various districts -- & [ - — AN AEBEIGHRE
-

across Hong Kong to survey the sales situation of analgesics

and antipyretics containing paracetamol. i

To allow consumers to ascertain the Hong

Kong registration status of pain and fever relief
medicine containing paracetamol, the Council
collaborated with the Department of Health, with
the support of the Hong Kong Association of the
Pharmaceutical Industry, to launch a “Search Tool

for Registered Over-the-counter Pharmaceutical

Products Containing Paracetamol”® (in short, "Paracetamol Search Tool”) in
January 2023 which covers over 600 related products.

At the same time, the "“Search Tool for Rapid Antigen Test (RAT) Kits Approved
for Use by Various Regions”" (in short, “RAT Search Tool”) launched by the
Council in March 2022 continued to serve as a reliable database to help
consumers verify and select suitable RAT kits.
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6. SearchTool for Registered Overthe counter Pharmaceutical Products Containing Paracetamol” — https://www.consumer.org.hk/en/paracetamol_search

. Search Tool for Rapid Ant|gen Test (RAT) Kits Approved for Use byVamous Reg\ons — https: //Wwwconsumerorg.hk/en/rapid_anti en_test_search
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Textbook Price and Expenditure Surveys

According to the Council's survey published in July 2022 on 815 commonly
used textbooks from 24 publishers, the prices of over 90% of the 2022/23
school year textbooks had climbed by $1 to $15 (1.2% to 8.3%), resulting in an
overall average increase of 2.9% year-on-year (YoY), which was higher than the
1.7% inflation rate in the same period. Textbooks that were on the Education
Bureau's “Recommended Textbook List” (RTL) had a milder increase in price
(2.8%) than those not on the RTL (3.3%).

Students’ expenditure was directly driven up by the price increase of the
majority of textbooks. The Council collected textbook lists of the 2022/23
school year from 50 primary and 48 secondary schools and found that primary
and secondary school students spent an average of HK$3,177 and HK$2,944
respectively for mandatory textbooks and learning materials, showing a YoY
increase of 5.7% and 2.9% respectively, both significantly higher than the 1.7%
inflation rate in the same period. The survey showed that the expenditure
was subject to many key factors such as the choice of titles, the number of
supplementary exercises, as well as discounts from publishers.

In addition, the Council found that over 80% of primary schools and over 70%
of secondary schools included at least 1 electronic textbook in their book
lists. Most schools had opted for textbook sets which include both electronic
textbooks and physical textbooks, instead of fully switching to electronic
textbooks, which in turn increased the textbook expenditure substantially.
The Council recommended schools to consider providing their own learning

materials to students for free as far as possible or subsidising the printing costs
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Trending Services and Activities

Bouldering Gyms

Bouldering is getting more popular in Hong Kong, particularly after its Olympic
debut at the Tokyo 2020 Olympic Games. Council staff surveyed 10 bouldering
gyms as mystery customers to observe how they accommodate novices in
arrangement, instruction and safety measures.

All gyms required consumers to fill in a “waiver of rights” or “disclaimer”,
which sought to exempt the establishment and its staff from accountability for
any accidents arising. The Council found that most clauses had cumbersome
wordings that might be too difficult for consumers to fully comprehend, whereas
the scope of exemptions was too broad. Furthermore, 70% of the gyms only
provided disclaimers in English. Even when a bilingual disclaimer was provided
upon request in 1 gym, it was much simpler (2 clauses) than the English version
(15 clauses), which could cause consumers to miss out on important clauses.
1 gym never stated that the back page of a personal particulars form was in
fact a disclaimer; nor did they make sure that the Council's triallist had read the
terms, thus the disclaimer might not constitute part of a contract and be binding
on the consumer. The Council called on these premises to provide clearer
and more comprehensible disclaimers, and to take the initiative to explain the
content to customers, whereas consumers were advised to protect their own

rights by scrutinising and understanding the details before signing.

All 10 venues offered beginner’s classes, with costs ranging from $228 to $458.
However, 6 venues allowed triallists to use the gym on their own simply after
a briefing on basic techniques and a demonstration of safe falling. The Council
recommended premises to arrange regular patrolling by staff to check on
participants, whereas first-timers should take a beginner's class to build up their
skills under an instructor’s guidance to prevent injuries to themselves and others.
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Clear Aligner Treatments

Compared with traditional orthodontic treatments, long been perceived as
expensive, painful and aesthetically unappealing, the recently trending clear aligner
treatments boast selling points such as easy cleaning, a discreet appearance and

relatively low cost, attracting many consumers to give it a try.

The Council's survey on 6 clear aligner companies revealed that only 4 provided
dental check-ups and treatment follow-ups by a registered dentist in Hong
Kong, of which 1 required customer to visit only their partnered dentists and
provided only 3 to 4 treatment follow-ups. 1 only provided pre-treatment dental
scans with no dental check-ups, claiming the treatment would be supported by
an “orthodontist” and monitored remotely by examining customers’ photos
through an app. Another required full payment before arranging a dental check-
up while no dentist follow-up would be provided during treatment. The service
charges of these semi-/full self-service clear alignment treatments could cost as
low as $15,000 to $19,000, whereas the dentist-led treatments with regular
follow-ups generally cost $24,000 to $50,000.

According to dental experts, omission of an X-ray prior to orthodontics may
result in complications such as gum and bone recession due to incorrect teeth
movement. If the treatment relies solely on photos or even self-monitoring by
consumers, dental complications such as bad bites, tooth necrosis or periodontal
problems may have deteriorated to a serious level before detection.

The Council recommends the Government to pay closer attention to the risks
posed to consumers in orthodontic services that operate in this manner and not
followed up by registered dentists in Hong Kong. On the other hand, consumers
are reminded not to accept treatment without dental check-ups or follow-up by
registered dentists simply because of the lower price or convenience.
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4 Types of Clear Aligner Treatment Models
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- I 1. Dentist-led with follow-up

.\ 2. Specified dentists and number of dental consultations
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3. Semi-self-service without follow-up by dentists
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4. Fully self-serviced remote treatment
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Dating Apps

Advancements in the internet and smart devices have unlocked new
opportunities. For instance, dating apps have allowed modern consumers to
expand their social circle without leaving the comfort of home. According to the
Council's survey of 9 dating apps that were relatively popular among Hong Kong
consumers, the use of personal data, the underlying price discrimination, and the
exorbitant cost of virtual items were among the concerns arising from the use of
these apps.

Of the 9 dating apps reviewed, all of them defaulted using account owners'
personal data for marketing or advertising purposes. Altthough 8 had stipulated
such use in their Privacy Policies, only 3 allowed users to opt out of the said
arrangement. In the event of prolonged inactivity of user accounts, 6 apps might
automatically deactivate or delete these users’ profiles, while 3 apps did not

specify the retention period of users’ personal data.

In terms of pricing, 2 apps were found to be potentially using users' age and
other factors to vary the price of the same subscription plans by up to 42%,
and 1 app might offer different subscription options depending on users’
gender. As for virtual items, which are of single use, normally non-refundable
and do not come with any refund policies, they could cost up to over
$250,000 in 1 of the apps.

Consumers were reminded to study the Terms and Conditions and Privacy
Policies carefully before using dating apps and that purchasing subscription plans
or virtual items might not guarantee more or better matches, as well as to remain
vigilant about online dating and against the romance scams associated with
these dating services. Furthermore, since Al could bring potential risks and unfair
treatment to consumers when used inappropriately, traders were also encouraged
to adopt ethical business practices when deploying such technologies.

Personal Data Items Required for Account Registration
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OCT

Financial Products and Services
Buy Now, Pay Later

In recent years, various banks and individual platforms have launched “Buy Now,
Pay Later” (BNPL), an emerging financial product that claims to offer interest-free
payment by instalments, enticing consumers to “enjoy first, pay later”. Generally,
BNPL platforms do not require a proof of income or credit reference check,

hence appeal to consumers without a fixed income to apply for the products.

The Council's review of the product contents and terms and conditions of
BNPL platforms on the market found that consumers could be required to
bear various charges in the event of overdue payment, and the account could
even be suspended or terminated by the platform without notice. Furthermore,
a number of issues were found, such as lack of transparency for product
terms, unclear liability between the platform and trader, disparate chargeback
mechanisms, insufficient customer service and support provided by the relevant
platforms, etc., casting much doubt on the protection of consumer rights.

The Council reminded the general public that BNPL is in reality advance spending.
Consumers should carefully examine the terms and charges involved before
applying for the credit product, and should not overestimate their own repayment
ability which could result in overspending. Concerned about regulatory issues for
BNPL instalment payment products that are not provided by banks, the Council
urges non-bank BNPL providers to apply to the Companies Registry for a money
lenders licence as appropriate, and adopt good practices with reference to the
guidelines issued by the Hong Kong Monetary Authority to banks on BNPL.
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Credit Card Cash Rebate

The Council surveyed credit card spending cash rebate schemes offered by
21 card issuers, including both regular schemes and time-limited schemes.
Details among various spending cash rebate schemes were found to vary
drastically, whereas the cash rebate rate could vary by over 26 times.
Consumers were reminded that not all transactions are qualified for the
“eligible spending” requirements. Out of the 20 card issuers that responded,
most defined cash advance, credit card annual fees or financial charges,

purchase of casino tokens, and tax payments as non-eligible spending.

Although redemption rates of the time-limited schemes are generally better
value for money than regular schemes, consumers were advised to bear in mind
that time-limited schemes usually come with more conditions. For example, most
would set an upper limit for cash rebate, as well as minimum spend requirements
for single or accumulated transactions. Therefore, even when using the same
credit card and enrolling in the same reward scheme, the actual cash rebate
amount received by different consumers could vary according to their different
consumption modes and habits.

A number of card issuers would collaborate with designated traders to offer
special spending rewards, yet the list of designated traders might be revised from
time to time without notifying cardholders. Consumers are recommended to
check the list regularly, so as to avoid the disappointment of spending at traders
that had been removed from the list and not being able to receive any rewards.

The Council reminds consumers to manage their finances prudently and refrain
from applying for too many credit cards or overspending simply because of the
attractive spending rewards. When selecting a credit card or spending reward
scheme, apart from considering the spending rewards or cash rebate, consumers
should also consider their personal consumption mode, key terms of the
credit card contract, conditions and restrictions on spending rewards, as well as

assessing their own financial situation and ability to repay.
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Pet Insurance

In view that there are over 400,000 dogs and cats in Hong Kong, the Council
reviewed 23 pet insurance plans from 7 insurers and found that in general, only
dogs and cats could be insured, with a maximum enrolment age of 8.The survey
also found that if consumers were to consider the premium alone, variations
in coverage, definitions, and compensation terms could lead to considerable
differences in actual payout. Even for a pet of the same breed and age, premiums
could vary by over $12,000 among different insurers. It is, therefore, better for
pet owners to assess the actual needs and compare different plans thoroughly
before deciding whether to purchase insurance for their pets and choosing the

most suitable plan.

As the definitions and scope of coverage may vary among insurers, consumers
were advised to understand the terms before taking out insurance. For
example, most of the surveyed plans covered the cost of hospitalisation of
no fewer than 12 consecutive hours, but some only covered the cost of
“overnight” hospitalisation. 20 of the surveyed plans covered third party
liability while 7 plans provided overseas coverage. If pet owners prefer taking
their pets on overseas vacations, or if their pets enjoy interacting with others,

it is important to check whether the policy includes relevant coverage.

Consumers were advised to understand exclusions of plans, such as pre-existing
conditions and treatment of congenital conditions. Even if a plan claims to offer
“guaranteed renewal”, or have “no age limit at policy renewal”, it does not
mean that the coverage will remain unchanged upon renewal as the insurance
company might revise or amend policy content and premium. Moreover,
consumers should recognise that “medical coverage” does not mean that the

insurance company will cover all medical-related expenses.
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Things to Consider Before Taking Out Pet Insurance
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Best enrolment time, as a pet’s age has significant impact
on the eligibility, premium and renewal 3
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Deductibles and how they are calculated
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Benefit limit (sub-limits vs. total annual maximum payout)
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Scope of coverage and definition of items
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Major exclusions
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