
G
overnment policy, regulation and competition 
law all aim to make a positive difference for 
consumers, and are afterwards judged by 
whether consumers actually benefited. 

Improving consumer outcomes is what gives policy 
its focus. Our common understanding of what 
constitutes a consumer benefit – how we define 
consumer outcomes – is therefore a crucial element 
in policymaking, regulation and competition law, as 
follows:
l Consumer outcomes in policymaking. 
Economic impact assessments are conducted to 
quantify the effects of potential policy decisions on 
consumers. For example, the European Commission 
requires impact assessments to be undertaken on all 
“initiatives expected to have significant economic, 
social or environmental impacts”.1 The quantified 
impact is then a key piece of information in the 
decision-making process.
l Consumer outcomes in regulation. 
Regulators typically evaluate how well markets are 
working through valuing the market outcomes. If 
the regulator identifies a market failure causing 
(sufficiently) poor market outcomes, then the 
regulator may choose to enact regulatory remedies. 
For example, the New Zealand Commerce 
Commission continually monitors consumer 
outcomes such as broadband performance, using 
this as an evidence base in regulatory decisions.2

l Consumer outcomes in competition law. 
Recognising the positive force of competition in 
driving positive outcomes, competition law has 
been developed to ensure that anti-competitive 
practices or mergers do not lead to poor consumer 
outcomes. Furthermore, some (potentially anti-
competitive) practices can be justified if they lead to 
positive consumer outcomes. For example, the 
European Commission will permit a (potentially 
anti-competitive) practice if it: “contributes to 
improving the production or distribution of goods 
or to promoting technical or economic progress, 
while allowing consumers a fair share of the 
resulting benefit”.3

Given that consumer outcomes are so important, 
the way in which they are considered is crucial.  
For example, if consumer outcomes were solely 
considered in terms of price, then policymakers 

would promote low prices at the cost of other 
outcomes, like quality. 

There is remarkable consistency in how consumer 
outcomes are considered across policymakers, 
regulators and competition authorities. Typically, 
these public bodies consider price, quantity, quality, 
innovation and choice. The table (opposite)  gives 
more detail. This set of five consumer outcomes  
has served authorities well because they are of 
importance to consumers, quantifiable (especially 
price), and widely applicable across markets. But 
technological advances mean that a more holistic 
set of consumer outcomes is required.

TECHNOLOGICAL ADVANCES AND CONSUMER OUTCOMES
It is difficult to overstate the importance of 
technology. As the historian David Nye put it:4

“Technology matters 
because it is inseparable from 
being human. Devices and 
machines are not things ‘out 
there’ that invade life. We are 
intimate with them from 
birth, as were our ancestors 
for hundreds of generations.”

Technology can be 
thought of in a myriad  

of ways, using the language of knowledge and 
learning, systems and processes, or machinery and 
equipment. For the purposes of this article, the 
focus is on 21st century technological advances, and 
in particular on those advances which are affecting 
consumers in ways that transcend the traditional 
consumer outcomes. Somewhat inevitably, the focus 
therefore falls on developments in information 
technology (although this is not to diminish the 
importance of technology in other areas). For 
simplicity, “technology” and “information 
technology” are used interchangeably.

Technology is transforming societies and 
economies almost beyond recognition:
l Technology is transforming markets. More 
efficient search and matching mechanisms are 
prevalent in consumer markets (e.g. price 
comparison websites), and also in other areas of life 
– there are 85.5 million paying online dating 
accounts in Europe.5 New distribution channels for 
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goods and services are ubiquitous – many millions 
of consumers worldwide pay to stream music online 
(Spotify, SoundCloud, QQ Music). There has also 
been rapid growth in peer-to-peer platforms – there 
are reportedly 6,000 peer-to-peer lending platforms 
in China.6

l Technology is enabling new and better forms of 
communication, such as high-quality video calling 
(FaceTime, Skype). Consumers are able to speak to 
people across the world at lower prices than ever 
before through mobile virtual network operators 
like Lycamobile. Social media is a further extension 
of greater technology-enabled communication – 
Facebook has over 2 billion monthly active users.
l Technology is broadening access to services which 
used to be the preserve of the few. For example, 
Tutor.ng is a Nigerian online education platform 
that connects students and tutors, enabling remote 
learning. Higher quality and more personalised 
healthcare is another product of technology – users 
of the Apple Watch can monitor their daily activity 
and set their own goals. Technology has also 
widened access to personal finance, with 30 million 
consumers in Africa, Eastern Europe and India 
gaining access to the benefits of a bank account 
through the M-Pesa service.

Given the above, it is not surprising that 
technology is affecting consumers in ways that are 
not captured by the five usual consumer outcomes  
I have outlined.
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Price

Quantity  

Quality

Innovation

Choice

Lower prices are beneficial for consumers, who 
are able to consume more while remaining 
within their limited budgets. For example, 
lower broadband prices are a positive 
consumer outcome 

Greater quantity is beneficial for consumers, 
both in terms of the number of consumers 
who purchase a product, and also in terms 
of the amount of a product which individual 
consumers purchase. Quantity is largely driven 
by price. For example, greater broadband  
penetration is a good consumer outcome 

Greater product quality is a positive outcome 
for consumers. For example, higher broadband 
speeds enable consumers to gain more utility 
from internet access. Quality also encompasses 
time savings 

Faster innovation leads to better products 
and the development of new products. For 
example, innovation in fibre broadband 
increased broadband speeds and data caps

A greater variety of products enables 
consumers (with varying preferences) to 
choose the most suitable product. For 
example, a range of broadband products  
with different speeds, data caps, and prices 
means that consumers can choose the best-
suited product 

USUAL CONSUMER OUTCOMES



TECHNOLOGY IS AFFECTING A BROAD ARRAY OF 
CONSUMER OUTCOMES
Here I focus on four ways in which consumers are 
getting different outcomes as the result of advances 
in technology over the past two decades: 
relationships, fairness, truth and privacy.

The depth and breadth of relationships are 
being affected by technology  Technology 
brings people together. Through social media I 
remain in contact with friends on the other side of 
the planet. My partner and I got to know each other 
through social media and messaging apps, despite 
living in different cities. I speak to my parents 
regularly, in spite of the physical distance.

However, technology can cause isolation. 
Loneliness appears to be growing in many societies 
across the world, and technology may play a 
negative role for some people.7 The loneliest 
generation in the US are those aged 18-22.8 There 
are few things more annoying than a friend being 
distracted by their mobile in a café. Indeed, 
therapists advise that switching off devices can 
deepen intimacy.

The net effect of technology on the quality of  
both online and offline relationships is a matter of 
heated debate.9 Few argue, however, that technology 
has had little impact on the relationships of billions 
of consumers. As is clear from this discussion,  
the impact of technology on relationships is 
widespread, significant, and not covered by the 
consumer outcomes currently considered.

The fairness of consumer outcomes is being 
affected by technology  Technology is changing 
the distribution of consumer outcomes 
(distributional fairness) and the way in which firms 
set prices (procedural fairness). Consumers are 
quoted different prices for the same goods. 
Advances in algorithms and access to consumer 
data means that personalised pricing is growing  
in importance.

While price discrimination is a natural (and often 
efficiency-enhancing) part of markets, technology  
is increasing the opportunities for price 
discrimination.10 In many cases, technology is 
undoing pre-existing cross-subsidies, which may 
have unintended social consequences.

Consider this example: a firm charges higher 
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prices to person A than to person B, as the firm 
knows that A has a higher willingness to pay, 
because the firm viewed A’s social media accounts 
and realised that she is vulnerable and cannot shop 
around for alternatives so easily. While this example 
is extreme, it shows how technology can affect the 
fairness of consumer outcomes.

Dissemination of truthful news is being 
affected by technology  Technology is changing 
the dissemination of news, with 93% of US adults 
viewing some form of online news media.11 I rarely 
purchase a physical newspaper or magazine, instead 
relying on social media and broadcaster apps to 
read the news. This is hugely more convenient (and 
cheaper) than buying a daily newspaper, and I am 
far more aware of global events than I would have 
been otherwise.

However, the impact of technology has not been 
all positive regarding the dissemination of news – 
technology has made it easier and cheaper to spread 
false information (e.g. fake news). For example, 
there were concerns about increasing volumes of 

fake news ahead of 
elections in India.12

Fake news is 
undermining trust in 
online news (and social 
media platforms), and is 
harming democratic 
debate.13 Despite online 
fact checkers (such as  
Full Fact, Africa Check, 

PolitiFact) fake news continues to be an issue facing 
consumers worldwide.

Privacy is being affected by technology  
Technology is changing the level of privacy that 
consumers enjoy, as many of the online business 
models rely on access to consumer data. For 
example, price comparison websites are able to 
match me with mobile providers when I enter my 
personal details and preferences. My social media 
accounts are free, because platforms send me 
targeted advertising based on my likes and dislikes.

The cost to consumers of these positive outcomes 
is that as they have bartered their data; they have 
reduced their privacy.14 This could lead to consumer 
detriment, as some consumers are unaware of  
how their data is used, and feel powerless to do 
anything about it.

Next, I explore how these four holistic consumer 
outcomes can, and should, be considered.

HOLISTIC CONSUMER OUTCOMES – WHY THEY SHOULD  
BE CONSIDERED
New consumer outcomes must be important, 
quantifiable and widely applicable. As we saw 
earlier, consumer outcomes drive policymaking, 
regulation and competition law – and a certain 
degree of caution should be exercised before new 
consumer outcomes are added to the list of 
considered consumer outcomes. Therefore, new 
consumer outcomes should be:
l Important to a broad range of consumers, and 
not overly similar to consumer outcomes already 
considered

New consumer 
outcomes must 
be important, 
quantifiable and 
widely applicable.
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Relationships 

Fairness 

Truth

Privacy

Greater depth and breadth of consumer  
relationships, in terms of leading towards 
intimacy (rather than isolation) 

Greater distributional and procedural fairness 
towards consumers, ensuring that no  
consumer is unduly exploited 

Greater prevalence (and penetration) of  
truthful news (as opposed to unreliable or  
fake news)

Greater awareness of how consumer data  
is used, and greater ability to control how  
consumer data is used

HOLISTIC CONSUMER OUTCOMES



l Quantifiable in order to be useful in decision-
making by policymakers, regulators and 
competition authorities
l Widely applicable across a broad range of 
markets, and in the application of policy, 
regulation, and competition law.

Next, I explore whether the four holistic 
consumer outcomes meet these criteria.

RELATIONSHIPS  As we saw, technology is having 
a significant impact on the relationships enjoyed by 
consumers, in both positive and negative ways. 
Relationships are important to all aspects of the 
economy:15

“Creating value, managing risk, achieving performance 
in a fast-moving business environment, improving 
wellbeing, building social capital, developing nations: all 
these challenges are affected by the health or otherwise of 
relationships.”

Perhaps contrary to expectations, the quality of 
relationships (e.g. intimacy versus loneliness) can  
be quantified. For example, the business firm, 
Relational Analytics, provides metrics to measure 
the depth of relationships in order to provide a 
“rigorous quantitative basis for management  
and governance”. Five quantifiable metrics  
have elsewhere been identified as effective 
communication, momentum in relationships  
(e.g. sense of belonging), transparency, 
participation, and synergy (e.g. shared identity).16

Policymakers are already acting to address  
some of the issues in relationships that may be 
exacerbated by technology. For example, in January 
2018 the UK appointed a “minister for loneliness” 
with responsibility for building “more integrated 
and resilient communities”.

Consideration of relationships is also widely 
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applicable across the whole economy. As Joseph 
Pilling, a now retired senior British civil servant,  
put it: 

“It would be a happier world if civil servants were 
required at the end of every policy paper they wrote to 
include a paragraph assessing its relational implications  
for the society they are serving.”

To summarise, the depth and breadth of 
relationships are important, quantifiable, and 
widely applicable. The consumer outcome of 
relationships can be defined as: 

Greater depth and breadth of consumer relationships,  
in terms of leading towards intimacy or isolation.

FAIRNESS Technology is affecting distributional 
and procedural fairness, as discussed earlier.  
There is a vast body of evidence from psychology, 
neuroscience and behavioural economics showing 
that fairness is of great importance to consumers.17 
Distributional and procedural fairness is relevant  
to all markets where there is price discrimination, 
and can be considered by policy, regulation and 
competition law.18 While definitions of fairness  
are likely remain to some extent subjective, 
policymakers and regulators are beginning to 
consider it. 

For example, the UK Financial Conduct Authority 
regulates to ensure that firms are “treating 
customers fairly”, and is able to quantify and assess 
fairness. The table above outlines its approach to 
assessing fairness through the lens of price 
discrimination.

Fairness is therefore an important, quantifiable, 
and widely applicable consumer outcome. The 
consumer outcome of fairness can be defined as:

Distributional and procedural fairness towards 
consumers, ensuring no consumer is unduly exploited.

S O C I O L O G Y

FINANCIAL SERVICES AND FAIRNESS 

Who is harmed by
price discrimination?

How much are these
individuals harmed?

How significant is the
pool of people harmed?

How are companies price
discriminating?

Is the product/service essential? 

Would society view the price 
discrimination as egregious/
socially unfair?

Wealthier consumers – e.g. time poor,  
cash rich

Profitability difference between consumer 
segments is minimal and is immaterial to 
the harmed segment

Very small minority 

Transparent and based on behaviour 
which consumers can easily change  
(e.g. switching) 

Product/service is considered non-
essential but desired by some consumers

Little concern expressed about practices 
and company behaviour widely accepted

Consumers with characteristics which 
might be deemed vulnerable (e.g. low 
income, older age, etc.)

Significant profitability differences and the 
harm has a significant adverse effect on 
the segment affected

Significant group of consumers

Hidden and based on intrinsic 
characteristics which consumers cannot 
easily change (e.g. personal characteristics)

Essential product/service (e.g. current 
account or motor insurance)

Persistent and broad-based concern 
expressed and company behaviour seen 
as poor conduct

Lesser concern Greater concern

Financial Conduct Authority (2018). Price discrimination in financial services: How should we deal with questions of fairness? bit.ly/2vIllVm



TRUTH  The ability to uncover, proclaim and find 
truth is a vital part of democratic debate. The 
truthfulness of online news has come under 
question with the rise of fake news. Tackling fake 
news must be a high priority.

Facilitating the truth in online news is already a 
large part of a number of different business models. 
For example, publishing organisations aim to 
promote quality in journalism, online platforms  
are dealing with the issue, and independent 
organisations (fact checkers) are also in this space.19 
Organisations and academics have demonstrated 
that it is possible to define fake news and quantify 
its prevalence.20

The truthfulness of news is applicable across 
policy, regulation and competition law. For 
example, the impact of a merger between two 
online publishers or social media sites could also 
consider the possible effects on the prevalence  
of fake news. Indeed, policymakers are beginning  
to take the truth in news seriously. In the EU, 
representatives of online platforms, social networks, 
advertisers and the advertising industry have now 
agreed on a self-regulatory code of practice to 
address the spread of online disinformation and 
fake news.21 

Thus truth is important and quantifiable. While 
there could be a debate over whether truth is widely 
applicable enough (given the focus on publishing), 
it should be noted that truth is affected by a wide 
variety of online markets such as social media or 
search engines. The consumer outcome of truth can 
be defined as: 

Greater prevalence (and penetration) of truthful news 
(as opposed to unreliable or fake news).

PRIVACY  Privacy is important to many consumers, 
although the degree of concern about privacy varies 
by country, as a global study notes.22 The primary 
concerns about privacy lie in whether consumers 
are aware of how their data is used, and whether 
they have control over its use.23 Both privacy 
awareness and control are quantifiable through 
surveys and experiments, and can be evaluated by 
policymakers.

Privacy is also widely applicable, as it is relevant 
to all online markets. Indeed, where policymakers 
and regulators have begun to act on privacy, the 
remedies have been wide-reaching in scope (such as 
the General Data Protection Regulation in the 
European Union).

In summary, privacy is important, quantifiable 
and widely applicable. The consumer outcome of 
privacy can be defined as: 

Greater awareness of how consumer data is used, and 
greater ability to control how consumer data is used.

The interactions between holistic consumer 
outcomes are also important. For example, fairness 
and privacy would be interlinked if privacy became 
the preserve of the wealthy (i.e. if it required 
resources to protect one’s data; indeed, is privacy a 
universal human right?).24 

Next, I explore the benefits of considering holistic 
consumer outcomes.

BENEFITS OF CONSIDERING HOLISTIC OUTCOMES 
Holistic consumer outcomes, as considered by 
policymakers, regulators and competition 
authorities, will vary across the world. This 
flexibility is important and necessary, and will help 
counteract common critiques of globalisation.  
For example, as Joseph Stiglitz has noted: 

“The rules under which the governing bodies and 
authorities work must ensure that they will heed and 
respond to the desires and needs of all those affected by 
policies and decisions made in distant places.”25

Authorities must be fully equipped to take the 
decisions that will most benefit consumers in their 
jurisdiction. Each society must reflect on the way  
in which technology is changing a broad array of 
consumer outcomes, and select the holistic 
consumer outcomes that best reflect their own 
values, preferences and priorities. Considering 
holistic consumer outcomes will empower societies 
to ensure that technology benefits all of their 
consumers.

Considering holistic consumer outcomes will 
create commercial opportunities. It will lead to 
better consumer outcomes; for example, taking 

account of privacy in 
policy decisions can result 
in greater consumer 
awareness and control  
of how data is used, 
leading to better privacy 
outcomes. Better holistic 
consumer outcomes will 
lead to greater societal 

support for technology. For example, if consumers 
feel confident that they are aware and in control  
of their privacy, then they are more likely to be 
advocates for technology.

Greater societal support for technology will 
generate new opportunities for technology to 
change society and more commercial opportunities 
around technology. Ultimately, an absence of 
societal support for technology would lead to 
popular support for decisions that slow the pace of 
technological advances and limit associated 
commercial opportunities.

DEALING WITH OBJECTIONS
Any proposed change to policymaking, regulation 
and competition law must be robust to challenge.  
In this section I explore five possible objections to 
considering holistic consumer outcomes.

Replacing the current set of defined 
consumer outcomes would harm consumers  
Holistic consumer outcomes are complements to, 
rather than substitutes for, the current set of 
consumer outcomes (which remain vital 
considerations).

Holistic consumer outcomes cannot be 
quantified  Some may object to considering 
holistic consumer outcomes on the grounds that 
they may be difficult to quantify. However, as we 
saw earlier, quantification of holistic outcomes is 
already achievable. The challenge of quantification 
is also relevant to some of the existing considered 
consumer outcomes, such as quality. This does not 
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Better holistic 
consumer outcomes 
will lead to greater 
societal support  
for technology. 
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mean that we should stop caring about quality; 
rather, that we should work towards understanding 
and measuring quality more robustly. The same 
applies to relationships, fairness, truth and privacy.

Holistic consumer outcomes are 
uncommercial to provide A possible objection is 
that they are uncommercial for firms to provide, 
and would result in costs (that would be passed on to 
consumers). The evidence, however, does not support 
this. For example, Instagram and Facebook are 
introducing tools to help consumers control the 
amount of time they spend on their sites, which 
could help them improve offline relationships. 
Financial services firms in the UK often advertise 
that they treat customers fairly. Facebook is 
developing fact checking technology to tackle fake 
news. In the messaging app market, some apps 
explicitly advertise themselves as better for privacy, 
such as Telegram and Signal – the latter’s slogan is 
“Fast, simple, secure. Privacy that fits in your pocket.”

Considering holistic consumer outcomes 
will result in less competition  Could holistic 
outcomes lead to less competition, which would 
ultimately harm consumers? The intention is  
that there will be more competition, not less. 
Considering holistic consumer outcomes will help 
shift the competitive equilibrium to one where 
firms compete on a broader array of consumer 
outcomes. We already see competition in holistic 
consumer outcomes in some markets (such as 
messaging apps competing on privacy). While 
remedies vary in the level of intrusiveness (from 
highly interventionist to light touch), the threat of 
overly intrusive interventions harming competition 
is not new, and can be avoided in much the same 
way as it currently is.

Holistic consumer outcomes are outside the 
boundaries of economics  Some economists may 
argue that considering holistic consumer outcomes 
would take policy, regulation and competition out 
of the realms of economics, into something less 
well-defined. However, other fields such as sociology 
have a great deal to add to policy, regulation and 
competition law. Being outside the boundaries of 
traditional economics does not mean that we 
cannot add value and benefit consumers. 
Furthermore, the boundaries of traditional 
economics are broader than often assumed – 
economics has a long tradition of considering issues 
like relationships, fairness, truth and privacy.  
Tomás Sedlacek, a Czech economist, has noted that 
economics is “the study of human relationships 
that are sometimes expressible in numbers, a study 
that deals with tradables, but also one that deals 
with nontradables (friendships, freedom, efficiency, 
growth)”.26 Holistic consumer outcomes could also 
be thought of as externalities or market failures 
(concepts central to economics).10

CONCLUSION
Government policy, regulation and competition law 
all aim to make a positive difference for consumers, 
and are afterwards judged by whether consumers 
actually benefited. So our common understanding 
of what constitutes a consumer benefit is crucial.
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To date, consumer outcomes have mainly been 
considered in terms of price, quantity, quality, 
innovation and choice. However, technology has 
transformed societies and impacted consumers in a 
variety of sociological ways. Therefore policymakers, 
regulators and competition authorities should 
consider additional holistic consumer outcomes, 
including relationships, fairness, truth and privacy.

The next step is to start an open debate in every 
society about which holistic consumer outcomes 
are important, quantifiable and widely applicable. 
Authorities can then begin to define high-level 
objectives based on these outcomes. These objectives 
will inform their decisions, and further incentivise 
enterprises to provide technology-based solutions to 
the benefit of consumers worldwide.
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