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Communications Consumer Panel 
National Stakeholder Hubs 

Summary of insights from our stakeholders following Ofcom’s 
post-consultation report on the reform of the Universal Postal Service (USO)

Common Themes Across Nations
Across England, Northern Ireland, Scotland, and Wales, the following common themes emerged from a Consumer, Citizen and Micro-business perspective:
Consumers & Citizens
Awareness & Understanding
· Many consumers are unaware of the changes to the Universal Postal Service Obligation (USO), even in areas where pilot schemes are active.
· There is confusion around new delivery schedules, especially the alternating weekday model (e.g., Mon/Wed/Fri one week, Tue/Thu the next).
Access & Inclusion
· Deafened community: Heavily reliant on postal services due to limited access to telephones. Delays in receiving NHS letters and hearing aids/moulds cause missed appointments and barriers to effective communications.
· Older adults and rural dwellers: Face digital exclusion due to poor connectivity and low media literacy. Postal services remain essential for accessing healthcare, government services, and maintaining independence.
Health & Wellbeing
· Delays in receiving NHS appointment letters and biomedical samples (e.g., blood, tissue, swabs) can have serious health implications including delays in diagnosis, hampering of public health campaigns.
· Missed or cancelled appointments due to postal delays are common, especially in Northern Ireland and Wales.
Trust & Reliability
· Citizens value the “one price goes anywhere” principle and fear its erosion.
· Concerns about the reliability of post in rural and remote areas, with some areas experiencing “postal deserts” (non-delivery zones).
· The social role of the postie is seen as vital, especially in isolated or rural communities.
Micro-Businesses
Operational Impact
· Small/microbusinesses businesses rely on timely and affordable postal services to maintain customer satisfaction and operational efficiency and haven’t time or resources to chase late deliveries and deal with customer complaints in this regard  
· Delays and surcharges (especially in rural Scotland) are pushing businesses to use envelopes instead of parcels, leading to poor customer reviews and potential loss of trade.
Affordability & Value
· Businesses are concerned about the affordability of postal services and want clearer definitions and measurements of value for money.
· Consumer Council for Northern Ireland (CCNI) use household expenditure trackers to assess how much disposable income is available for services like post.
Connectivity Challenges
· Poor broadband and mobile coverage in rural areas hinder digital alternatives, making reliable postal services even more critical.
· Migration to Voice-over Internet Protocol (VoIP) is problematic for businesses in areas with weak infrastructure.
Regulatory Confidence
· Micro-businesses want assurance that regulatory bodies are effectively monitoring service quality and enforcing standards.
· Compensation for service failures is seen as essential to maintain trust and business continuity.
The need for transparency in regulation was clear for all - stakeholders want to see clearer data, measurable improvements, and effective regulatory oversight.

Specific Highlights from each Nation’s Hub
England
· Low awareness of USO changes. 
· Consensus that change is necessary.
· Acceptance of reduced delivery days if “one price goes anywhere” remains. 
· Concerns about early post box collection times.
· Concerns with the receipt of NHS appointment letters both in confirming or cancelling appointments. 
· Deafened community heavily reliant on post; delays impact health access. 
· Worries about digital-only services and media literacy gaps. 
· Postal deserts and local delivery issues. 
· Apprehension over Royal Mail continuing to lose money.
· Concerns over fines being an effective tool and regulatory effectiveness to improve quality of service (QoS).
· Fears over whether QoS standards will rise despite revised targets.
Northern Ireland
· Consumer Council for Northern Ireland (CCNI) research contradicts Ofcom’s findings in some respects e.g. proportion of people who believe changes will result in detriment.
· Consumers in pilot areas were not made aware in advance that service standards would change in their area for a period, noting they paid the same price for a lesser service.
· Vital for competitiveness of small and microbusinesses that service standards and how well they are met do not fall much. 
· Difficulty in monitoring how the new service will work because of a lack of data for second class at postcode level. 
· Rurality and missed NHS appointments due to postal delays. Post is also important for government correspondence, cheques in government and commercial business and testing for medical and farming purposes. 
· Social role of the postie in rural communities must not be compromised. 
· Cybersecurity concerns are particularly an issue for some older people, who become more reliant on post and may face particular detriment in rural areas.  
· Future focus on affordability and Windsor Framework implications.
· Some non-USO products differ in Northern Ireland, but consumers aren’t informed. For example, Tracked 48 is now a 3-day service (aligned with 2nd class and using boat rather than air transport), yet costs the same. Certain NI postcodes are excluded from 9am Special Delivery from GB, but consumers may still pay £35 expecting a 9am delivery instead of £11 for 1pm. These differences matter more as consumers rely on non-USO products due to declining reliability of USO services.
· Northern Ireland’s geographic distance, rurality (twice the UK average), and high share of microbusinesses (89%) make it especially susceptible to consumer detriment. Postcode-level monitoring is essential.
Scotland
· Confusion over new delivery schedules (e.g., alternating weekdays and not post on a Saturday). 
· Demand for regulatory transparency and measurable improvements. 
· Rural delivery concerns, especially in the Highlands and Islands. 
· Affordability and compensation issues for micro-businesses. 
· Impact of surcharging and exemptions on Scottish addresses. 
· Federation of Small Businesses (FBS) reports many rural businesses may cease trading due to the reliability of post causing customer complaints and potential rising postal costs. 
· Migration to Voice-over Internet Protocol (VoIP) concerns in areas with poor connectivity – double-detriment in terms of feelings of exclusion.
Wales
· Low awareness of USO changes.
· Biomedical sample delays pose health risks. 
· Connectivity issues in rural farmsteads. 
· Mixed views on digital-first health services: popular for privacy but problematic for excluded groups.

Key Recommendations identified for the Communications Consumer Panel and Ofcom:
1. Improve Public Awareness and Communication
· Launch targeted campaigns to raise awareness of USO changes, especially in pilot areas.
· Ensure materials are accessible to all demographics, including those with disabilities and low digital literacy.
2. Protect and Prioritise Vulnerable Groups
· Maintain reliable postal services for communities with limited digital access.
· Standardise NHS postal timelines for critical communications like hearing aids, biomedical samples and appointment letters.
3. Enhance Rural Postal Services
· Address “postal deserts” and ensure consistent delivery in remote areas.
· Recognise the social role of postal workers in rural communities and support their continued presence.
4. Strengthen Regulatory Oversight
· Increase transparency in pilot schemes and data reporting at a more granular level
· Develop clear metrics for service quality, affordability, and consumer satisfaction.
· Avoid excessive fines that may hinder service improvements.
5. Support Micro-Businesses and SMEs
· Review surcharging and exemptions affecting rural businesses.
· Provide effective compensation mechanisms for delivery failures.
· Consider tailored postal solutions for small businesses to reduce costs and maintain customer satisfaction.
6. Address Digital Exclusion and Media Literacy
· Invest in digital literacy programmes, especially for older and rural populations.
· Ensure postal services remain a viable alternative to digital-only communications.
7. Monitor Health-Related Postal Services
· Collaborate with health services to ensure timely delivery of biomedical samples and appointment communications.
· Evaluate the impact of postal delays on patient outcomes and service efficiency.
8. Prepare for Future Transitions
· Assess the implications of VoIP migration in areas with poor connectivity, so that people are not left unserved.
· Ensure postal services remain a lifeline during digital infrastructure transitions.

Impact of Universal Postal Service Reform – Case Studies
1. Deafened Community – England
Description:
If a member of the deafened community relies solely on postal communication with the NHS due to difficulties in either not having or not being able to use the telephone. They could easily miss an appointment due to the letter arriving late, and were inadvertently placed back into the system, delaying treatment.
Impact:
· Missed healthcare access
· Increased NHS administrative burden
· Emotional distress and isolation
Recommendation:
NHS trusts could standardise postal timelines and explore alternative accessible communication methods.
2. Missed NHS Appointments – Northern Ireland
Description:
CCNI research found patients receiving NHS letters often missed appointments. Even when letters were sent two weeks in advance, they hadn’t arrived. Some patients showed up for cancelled appointments unaware of the change.

Impact:
· Wasted NHS resources
· Patient frustration and health risks
· Reliance on family members for transport adds further strain
Recommendation:
Improve postal reliability for healthcare communications and consider hybrid communication models for people who are digitally engaged.
3. Rural Micro-Businesses – Scotland
Description:
A small business in the Highlands began sending products in envelopes instead of parcels to avoid surcharges. This led to damaged goods and poor customer reviews. Nearly 50% of similar businesses reported they may cease trading.
Impact:
· Financial loss and reputational damage
· Risk of business closure
· Reduced economic activity in rural areas
Recommendation:
Review surcharging policies and offer tailored postal solutions for rural micro-businesses.
4. Biomedical Samples – Wales
Description:
Time-sensitive biological specimens sent via post for diagnostic testing were delayed, risking compromised results and delayed diagnoses.
Impact:
· Potential health risks
· Disruption to diagnostic workflows
· Increased pressure on health services
Recommendation:
Establish priority handling protocols for biomedical samples and monitor delivery performance.
5. Digital Exclusion – Multiple Nations
Description:
Older consumers in rural areas with poor connectivity struggle to access digital services. Due to the lack of digital skills, some individuals or households cannot use NHS apps or online booking systems, relying entirely on post.
Impact:
· Reduced access to essential services
· Increased isolation and vulnerability
· Widening of the digital divide
Recommendation:
Maintain robust postal alternatives and invest in digital engagement, infrastructure and affordable access.
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