
The focus at Which? is to see that consumers’ rights and protections are maintained 
and that businesses still deliver on their responsibilities and, where they can’t, that the 
government supports businesses to do so. 

There is a whole range of different issues for consumers, at the moment, such as 
vulnerable people unable to access food deliveries, problems with price gouging for 
essential items and lots of issues to do with travel and refunds on events.
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Travel and other refunds

We’ve had thousands of people coming to us who can’t get their money 
back from holidays or from cancelled events. Some people might have lost 
a huge amount, and others not such a significant amount of money but 
they really need that money back now because their situation has changed 
and they need to pay bills. Some businesses are being very responsible, 
even going beyond what they’re legally required to do for their customers; 
some gyms and TV providers are putting a freeze on membership and 
subscriptions, for example. On the other hand, there’s a lot of companies 
that aren’t complying with the law and, in some cases, are telling 
consumers that the law has changed and their protections don’t apply, 
when they do still apply. We want to see the regulators clamping down 
on this swiftly. Long-term confidence in some of these industries 
will be impacted, and people need to know that they are properly 
protected once businesses start trading again.

People are being offered vouchers in some situations but should only 
accept them if they want them because they are entitled to get their 
money back, as the Competition and Markets Authority has also set 
out. The Government needs to step in and support airlines and travel 
companies if they can’t fulfil their legal responsibilities because you can’t 
have consumers’ money propping up businesses in this way. In Denmark, 
they have established a temporary travel guarantee fund. This is something 
that Which? has also asked the government to set up as part 
of its 10-point action plan for maintaining trust in travel. 

With package travel, you’re entitled to a refund within 14 days. Which? 
has suggested that there could be some flexibility and that this could be 
extended for a month while there are so many refunds to be processed, 
but there’s no reason not to comply with consumer law and not to give 
people money to which they are entitled. 

Food supplies for vulnerable people 

The second key issue is about people getting access to the food that they 
need. Many vulnerable people have contacted Which? saying, for example, 
that they are in the shielded group and should be getting access to food 
supplies but they are not, so they are having to spend a lot of time on the 
phone, and may even have had to go out. There are lots of other people, 
not in the highest risk group, who have had similar issues too and it’s awful 
to think you’re running out of food and you don’t know where to go. We 
have been trying to give people clarity on what the policies are for the 
different supermarkets, but the issue is that supermarkets can’t deliver to 
everybody that needs it, so how do you get wider support to people, make 
sure that people know where to go, and ensure they can easily be put in 
touch with the right people to get what they need.

There’s a need for more joined up government and for Government to 
work with local authorities to make sure that they can identify these 
vulnerable people and put them in touch with the services that they 
need. Which? does a lot of work on food policy and it’s obviously a very 
complicated situation, but it requires greater planning and coordination. 
Unfortunately, that hasn’t really been happening in the way that it should.

Price gouging

The third key issue people are coming to us about is price gouging, where 
people have concerns about prices being hiked. We have done a lot of 
research focusing on online marketplaces, identifying issues, and then 
calling on them to clamp down. They have taken some steps, but it’s still 
very easy to find ridiculously priced hand sanitizer and other products. 
We are calling for the Government to introduce emergency legislation, 
which already exists in other countries, to enable the regulator to clamp 
down on price gouging. You don’t want price fixing to last longer than is 
needed or to be applied to too wide a range of products, but there is a 

need to identify where there are essential items and make sure that action 
can be taken against people if they are profiteering at people’s expense 
in this way – whether online or in more traditional shops. We have been 
focusing on the companies that can do something about this, but then 
also focusing on the Government too. 

We saw in one of our surveys that people say that they’re spending more 
on groceries, but actually the prices haven’t really gone up that much 
for normal products. There are supply chain issues that mean that some 
things have legitimately become more expensive, but hand sanitiser that’s 
normally a pound being sold for ten is an issue.

People are spending more, but it seems to be because initially, where 
there were some shortages, people were buying something different 
and possibly paying more for it, or just because they’re buying more food 
because they’re at home or possibly buying more treats than they might 
usually do. They might be spending more but, having analysed prices, 
they’re not really going up that much so it seems to be more 
about people’s shopping habits than prices at the moment. 

Confidence in shopping

Which? has been conducting a coronavirus survey, every couple of weeks, 
and this has asked people about life after lockdown, and the sorts of things 
that would reassure them when they were going shopping.

What comes across is that people want clarity about what they can expect 
from businesses so they can have confidence that businesses know what 
they should be doing, and they also want clarity about what they should be 
doing as customers.

People want very prominent information so they know what is being done 
and so they can see the rules are enforced. People want to see, for example, 
social distancing inside shops, signage and indications of what should 
happen outside of shops as well, and hygiene measures such as baskets 
and trolleys being regularly cleaned down and access to hand sanitizer.
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Useful links

Coronavirus advice from Which?  

Which’s 10-point Plan for maintaining trust in travel  

Vulnerable people risk going hungry without urgent 
government action, warns Which?  

How can coronavirus-vulnerable households get food 
deliveries?  

https://www.which.co.uk/policy/travel/5747/trustintravel
https://www.which.co.uk/news/coronavirus/
https://www.which.co.uk/policy/travel/5747/trustintravel
https://www.which.co.uk/news/2020/05/how-can-coronavirus-vulnerable-households-get-food-deliveries/
https://www.which.co.uk/news/2020/05/how-can-coronavirus-vulnerable-households-get-food-deliveries/
https://www.which.co.uk/news/2020/05/how-can-coronavirus-vulnerable-households-get-food-deliveries/
https://www.which.co.uk/news/2020/05/how-can-coronavirus-vulnerable-households-get-food-deliveries/

