LC Paper No. CB(1)2098/06-07(06)

For information
on 18 July 2007

Legislative Council Panel
on Information Technology and Broadcasting
The Provision of Consumer Information in relation to
Residential Broadband Use in Hong Kong

Purpose
This paper is to brief Members on the recent consumer survey
commissioned by the Office of the Telecommunications Authority (OFTA)
on residential broadband services in Hong Kong.
The
Telecommunications Authority’s (TA) published statement about the
broadband survey results is attached to this paper.

Background
2.
There was concern about the quality of service (QoS) of local
broadband services. Against the background of vocal consumer
complaints about service, OFTA announced in January 2005 1 a
programme for testing and publishing certain technical and service
performance data on each of the four major broadband networks now
operating in Hong Kong.
3.
Due to the lack of empirical data on user awareness of
underlying engineering features of different broadband technology, and
on consumer preferences in respect of different service characteristics,
OFTA was concerned about the effect that the publication of the raw
technical data arising from the test might have on consumer behaviour
and the competitive process.
4.
1

Subsequently, the TA announced in a May 2006 statement,2 the

TA Statement “Providing QoS Information to Consumers of Residential Broadband Internet Access
Services” issued on 31 January 2005.
2
TA Statement “Consumer Information in Relation to Broadband Internet Access Services” issued on
12 May 2006.

-2commissioning of a detailed survey of residential broadband use in Hong
Kong so that there would be a more scientific basis for identifying any
deficiency in the consumer information which was available, or in the
technical regulation of the broadband services and networks. The TA
could then ascertain what if any remedial steps would be required. If
such remedial steps are considered to be inconsistent with OFTA’s role as
a regulator, they may be more appropriately pursued by the other
stakeholders including the Internet service providers (ISPs), other
government agencies or the Consumer Council.

The Survey
5.
The Social Science Research Centre of the University of Hong
Kong was commissioned by OFTA to conduct the survey. A working
group with representatives from the four major ISPs was set up to advise
on the design of the survey and assist in its implementation. A sample of
1,063 residential broadband subscribers, representative of the actual
subscribers of each of the four major ISPs, were interviewed from
September to December 2006. The full report of the survey can be
downloaded
at
OFTA’s
website
(http://www.ofta.gov.hk/en/tas/others/ta20070502a.pdf).

Survey Results
6.
The survey shows that the very large majority of households
(some 87%) are in fact reasonably satisfied with the service they are
getting, whichever particular service provider they happen to be using.
There are nevertheless indications that some in the community are not yet
fully conversant with computers and the Internet in the home and their
enjoyment of their broadband service is therefore not optimal. The
survey has confirmed that simply publishing more technical test data
about network performance is unlikely to contribute to an improvement in
consumer awareness levels.
7.
The study also shows that a reliable service experience is the
number one requirement which people have for their Internet access
arrangements, even more important than the price and transmission speed
of the broadband service. However, the reliability of the service may

-3often have more to do with how conversant household members are with
their computers and the Internet in general, rather than the service
delivery by the company concerned. The survey results strongly suggest
that many residential Internet users do not yet have an adequate grasp of
the technical issues facing them in the home.
8.
Although most respondents to the survey think there is adequate
information available when choosing a service provider, the survey
results suggest there could be improvements. For example, many said
they would like better visibility about the price, transmission speeds and
the quality of service of individual ISPs. In a competitive market each
of the service providers is naturally incentivised to ensure consumers
have good information about their products through advertising and
marketing. However, consumers still need the essential information
presented to them in a meaningful manner so that they can make
informed decisions in the marketplace.

The Way Forward
9.
To ensure consumers can make better informed choices about
broadband services, OFTA is now actively pursuing initiatives in three
main areas –
(a) improved provision of service information by the ISPs
themselves;
(b) targeted consumer education about computers, the Internet and
related services, and how consumers should go about
negotiating a broadband contract; and
(c) on-going prevention of misleading and deceptive marketing of
broadband services.
10.
On (a) above, OFTA will be discussing with the industry how
the companies themselves must help to close the information gap
identified in the survey. ISPs can consider disclosing and making
customer pledges about service restoration times, customer hotline
performance and the claimed speed for the relevant network segment
along the Internet pathway, etc.
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11.
On (b) above, to improve the day to day experience which
people have in their use of a broadband service, OFTA will be working
with the industry and the Consumer Council on proposals for educating
the wider Hong Kong community about being smart information
technology users in the home. A dialogue with the Communications
Associations of Hong Kong (CAHK) together with the representatives
from the major ISPs for the purpose has already commenced.
12.
In addition, OFTA will be extending its own programme for
direct consumer advice on telecommunications services topics to include
the issues about how to choose a broadband service and negotiating a
price. The first new information brochures on broadband transmission
speed were published in April 2007.
13.
OFTA is also exploring the feasibility of collaboration with the
Consumer Council on a joint consumer education programme on specific
computer and Internet use issues.
14.
On (c) above, the complexity of broadband technologies, the
number of service options, and the ever changing marketing strategies of
the competing companies, all contribute to an environment in which
consumers may find it difficult to obtain the most accurate and updated
information.
15.
In marketing or advertising their broadband services, it is
essential that ISPs fully comply with the principles of fair competition
and consumer protection established under section 7M of the
Telecommunications Ordinance (which prohibits misleading or deceptive
conduct by telecommunications licensees in relation to, among other
things, the promotion, marketing and advertising of telecommunications
services).
16.
OFTA is preparing a set of specific Best Practice Indicators for
marketing broadband services based on the information from the survey
and OFTA’s experience in investigating complaints. For example when an
ISP claims a certain specific speed for their service, usually it refers to the
speed between the “local” connection from a consumer’s home to the
local exchange or the Hong Kong Internet Exchange, but not beyond.
However, most consumers probably focus on their overall broadband
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inadequate qualifications and explanations are provided. The Best
Practice Indicators under preparation will require that all relevant
qualifications regarding the segment of the transmission pathway to
which the specified speed applies are identified, as well as any other
factors which might influence the user’s actual speed experience.
17.
The Indicators will provide the clearest possible signal to the
industry about when their marketing claims are likely to fall foul of
section 7M of the Telecommunications Ordinance.
18.
At present, OFTA is looking into 17 separate cases involving
allegations of mis-selling of broadband services by sales representatives,
and 1 case involving allegations of misleading advertisements.
Previously we looked into over 160 complaints concerning mis-selling of
broadband services or allegations of misleading advertisements, out of
which 40 were established to be in breach of section 7M of the
Telecommunications Ordinance. All these established cases were
subject to written warnings issued by OFTA.
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