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CONSULTATION ON A STRATEGY AND FRAMEWORK FOR CONSUMER EDUCATION
I am writing to set out the views of the Scottish Council for Development and Industry (SCDI) regarding the above consultation paper.  
SCDI is an independent economic development organisation that strengthens Scotland’s economy through the formulation and promotion of innovative public policies to encourage sustainable economic prosperity.  Its more than 1,000 members are drawn from businesses, local authorities, trades union, educational institutions and the voluntary sector.

SCDI was pleased to be invited to the stakeholder meeting on consumer education that was held on 26 August in Edinburgh and welcomes the appointment earlier this year of an Office of Fair Trading Representative in Scotland.  It is crucial that a body with responsibility for UK wide regulation takes the uniqueness of the Scottish legal, social and policy context into account in formulating and implementing policy.
Summary of our views
We strongly agree with the strategic aim, cited on page seven of the document, to:
“[e]quip consumers with the confidence, skills and knowledge to enable them to make the best choices and resolve problems when things go wrong: to enable them to function effectively and responsibly in the modern marketplace.”

We also welcome the language on page six that states that confident and educated consumers contribute to the effective working of markets, adding in turn to the competitiveness of the Scottish and UK economies.  In addition to the potential benefits to business of active involvement in consumer education, SCDI believes there is a case for consumer education to be tied into an awareness of the values best business practice, entrepreneurship and sustainable economic development.  
In light of the UK-wide market for goods and services, SCDI does not see the need for separate Scottish strategies, alliances, planning or working groups per se.  However, Scotland has its own educational and legal system and distinct social and political circumstances which mean that it is vital that Scottish interests are clearly represented at all levels of UK policy formulation and implementation.  The participation of Scottish government, civic society and business organisations should be addressed from the beginning of the policy process and should be implemented consistently.
We also acknowledge the openness with which this consultation is being conducted.  Consumer education is a wider ranging and complex issue and setting objectives which can be evaluated will be difficult.  It is important that government and its agencies engage with stakeholders before key decisions have been taken.  However, in the absence of sufficient detail on what consumer education should be or at whom it should be targeted, SCDI is unable to offer detailed comment on all the questions at this stage.  We have not, therefore, covered all the points contained in the consultation paper but have identified those issues on which our views should be taken into consideration.
In light of the early stage of this consultation, we recommend that any stakeholder and planning groups are charged with working up a detailed strategy and action plan on which further and more focused consultation can take place at a later point.  SCDI would be pleased to participate in further work in this important area and be considered for membership of any planning group.

‘Part 2 – A Strategy for Consumer Education’
A New Approach
We welcome a move to rationalise what research has shown to be a fragmented and ineffective provision of consumer education in the UK.  

We agree that consumer education should be a part of the schooling of all UK citizens.  As the consultation paper indicates, there is no statutory curriculum in Scottish schools and any moves to make consumer education part of the experience of all Scottish children would need to reflect this.
SCDI is unsure what the statement “[t]he OFT believes that all those in formal education would benefit from consumer education being incorporated clearly into the curriculum” entails.  This appears to relate to schoolchildren.  If it does not, and is of wider applicability, we do not agree that consumer education should feature in all further and higher education courses.  These institutions are autonomous and students are able to make informed choices about what they wish to study.  Notwithstanding this, we would recommend proper consideration of how appropriate college and university courses could be utilised in enhancing consumer education.
The vision

As discussed in our summary, we concur with the strategic aim.  However, we recommend that a more tightly focused definition of consumer education is provided at an early stage of this process.  In some cases it might be appropriate for consumers to have detailed knowledge of their rights and market circumstances (e.g. in considering whether to purchase store warranties on goods).  In other cases it might be sufficient to raise awareness of organisations and mechanisms for resolving disputes.
Similarly, without further consideration of what one is trying to instil and in which audience, it is not possible to make detailed comments on the objectives set out on page seven.  The “generic, transferable skills” identified (i.e. research and analysis according to individual needs, manage resources effectively, risk assessment, communication and problem solving) are in themselves acceptable but are so widely framed that they do not appear to be specific to consumer education.

SCDI recommends the identification of a number of areas with measurable objectives on which the strategy would focus.  These areas would be for the Planning Group to decide but we would welcome moves to consider how consumer education can contribute to issues of wider social concern such as the provision of credit and financial services in low income groups.  

‘Part 3 – A Framework for Consumer Education.’
Q5.
Do you think the Alliance, Planning Group and Working Groups are the best way to implement the strategy?  Can you think of a more appropriate way forward?

Q6.
Do you think the roles proposed for each of the three groups are appropriate?
This section of the consultation document sets out a framework of stakeholder, planning and working groups for implementing the consumer strategy.  While it makes sense to have an umbrella stakeholder group (the ‘Alliance’), a smaller steering group and working groups for individual workstreams, SCDI is not clear about the definitions of consumer education, the target audience or desired outcomes to allow for informed judgements to be made about whether these are the most appropriate mechanisms.
What is crucial is that Scottish representation is involved at each level; whether this requires separate Scottish working groups will depend on the aims of any finalised plan.  Developing an effective strategy or policy will depend on a wide awareness and sensitivity to the different policy and delivery contexts in Scotland.

Q4.
How often and where should the Alliance meet?  How should the Alliance manage its internal communications?

If the intention of the Alliance Group is to involve stakeholders and, presumably, allow for the identification of individuals or bodies that can contribute to the Planning Group then, in the light of the OFT’s research showing the fragmentation of the sector, SCDI does not recommend regular or frequent gatherings.  An effective website might negate the need for expenditure of time and money on meetings and travel.
Q3.
Would you be interested in being a member of the Alliance or Planning Group?
Although consumer education is not in itself the core of SCDI’s business, our broad membership base, including all sectors of society, means we are well-placed to contribute to this process by gathering together and representing our members’ interests.  SCDI is also in a position to disseminate information and help raise awareness of issues.  As this strategy is taken forward, we would be pleased to offer further views and be considered for inclusion on any relevant body.
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