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Consumer Advocacy in Scotland: a Framework 
 
 
Following the evidence session at the Economy, Energy and Fair Work Committee on 29 October, the 
Committee asked Citizens Advice Scotland (CAS) to outline a framework for consumer advocacy in 
Scotland.  
 
As the biggest provider of consumer advice and advocacy in Scotland, CAS believes Consumer Scotland 
could help deliver a whole system approach to consumer advocacy in Scotland that links the 
implementation of the Scottish Government’s aspirations and strategy for Scotland with regard to 
consumers; to the lived experience of people individually or collectively in communities. 
 
Key parts of this whole system approach already exist, and are well regarded.  However there are gaps 
and the creation of Consumer Scotland can fill the largest of these: the top down expression and 
implementation of Government aspiration and strategy with its concentration on market intervention, 
high level research and a systems rather than individual based approach. 
 
The advent of the new agency will create change, pressure and potential insecurity for those already in 
the system.  CAS believes that a framework should be put in place that proposes at a high level the 
responsibilities and accountabilities each organisation has - in order to avoid the duplication or 
replication of services. 
 

 

Framework Principles 

In order to make the framework deliver the best outcomes for consumers, CAS is proposing a principles 
based approach - with three key principles. 
 

1. Consumer advocacy which is driven from the perspective of people’s lived experience should be 
carried out by those with the capacity in terms of infrastructure, knowledge and experience to 
carry out this role effectively, as well as direct access to people experiencing detriment. This is 
the clear role for the Citizens Advice Scotland in the landscape.  

 
2. Consumer advocacy which is driven predominantly from the perspective of achieving Scottish 

Government aspiration and strategy, and at a markets level should be carried out by or through 
Consumer Scotland who will bring the new skills and experience necessary to take on this new 
area of work. 

 
3. Consumer interests must come first, with all agencies in the system taking responsibility for the 

health of the whole system not just their specific area.  Any disputes should be resolved in 
relation to what’s best for consumers rather than the organisational interests of the agencies. 
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Additional Considerations   

This third principle is important because we believe the framework must be fluid and dynamic rather 
than rigid and restrictive simply capturing the status quo and allowing no change.  CAS envisages that 
change will occur but can be assured and confident in embracing change if these three principles are its 
driver. 
 
It is equally clear that as CAS does not operate without clear reference to Scottish Government 
aspiration and strategy and Scottish Government is mindful of the lived experience of people. Therefore 
interface between these two approaches are inevitable.  Issues that start from lived experience of 
people which are captured by the Citizens Advice network, and others, and form the basis of our 
advocacy may be of such importance in national and strategic terms that it’s appropriate to involve or 
indeed pass the issue to Consumer Scotland. 
 
The same may happen in reverse.  National strategic research may well throw up knowledge and 
understanding which can only be of value to consumers if it’s used to manage their local lived 
experience as consumers and resolve their problems. These interfaces will have to be carefully managed 
with goodwill and sensitivity on all sides. 
 
Agencies should not feel they “own” issues but rather that they are best placed to secure consumer 
benefit. Discussions should proceed on that basis and genuine collaboration and information sharing 
between agencies will be critical to ensuring the system improves outcomes for consumers. 
 
It will also be the case that some individuals and service providers will be working with different parts of 
the whole system at the same time.  For example, it is easy to see that CAS may be working within the 
Energy sector, with suppliers, regulators and other bodies to find people based solutions to day-to-day 
challenges such as fuel poverty and a just transition to a low carbon energy system.  
 
At the same time Consumer Scotland may be discussing the same challenges at a markets level in the 
context of long term energy network changes that will support consumers to transition. Both activities 
are valuable and complementary, and it is this additionality that the new body can provide. It has to be 
recognised that this duality of people-centred and markets-focussed advocacy is healthy and valuable 
rather than inefficient. 
 
Lastly data sharing will be of prime importance to the whole system, and to unlock the full potential of 
data sharing. 
 
CAS believes that data sharing should be carried out within the system as a whole, rather than a one 
way flow of data to the new body. This requires recognition that the data actually “belongs” to people 
no matter who collects and analyses it. 
 
All agencies must undertake to share data to the greatest extent necessary to secure consumer benefit. 
Agencies should not put unnecessary barriers in the way of data sharing through high charges, the 
overzealous application of privacy legislation or administrative difficulties. A commitment to sharing data 
to secure benefit is vital. 

This framework does not seek to be specific about defining responsibilities in perpetuity. It recognises 
that agencies have very different experience, skills and capacities along with specific and long term legal 
status and reasons for existing. These capacities and skills are consumer assets which the framework 
seeks to best utilise, to deliver the best possible outcomes for the people of Scotland. 


