
Consumer Spending Classification 

An alternative grouping of household 
expenditures using the Living Costs and Food 

Survey



Backstory



Who are we?

Which? exists to make individual consumers as powerful as the organisations they deal 
with in their daily lives. 

We began life in a garage 56 years ago as a volunteer organisation committed to providing 
expert and impartial advice. We are now the largest consumer body in the UK with over 
800,000 members: we understand consumers and what makes them tick. 

We plough the money from our commercial ventures back into our campaigns, policy work 
and free advice for all. Over the last 10 years this has enabled our charitable arm to 
increase its spending six-fold to around £10m a year.

We operate as an independent, a-political, group social enterprise working for all 
consumers and funded solely by our commercial ventures. We receive no government 
money, public donations, or other fundraising income. 

We work closely with political, corporate and regulatory stakeholders to drive change for 
consumers. 



Understanding consumer spending is of vital importance to 
Which?. 

It is key to understanding:

Economic context of spending
Scale of consumer detriment in a range of markets.

Without understanding what consumers spend their money 
on - it is hard for policy makers,  regulators, government, 
industry and consumer groups to effectively prioritise and 
reform policy / behaviour.

In short - without it, we cant do our job.

Why are we interested in spending?



Why not use COICOP and ONS Family Spending?

ONS’ Family Spending uses 
COICOP (mostly)

This doesn’t meet our needs for 
several reasons

Too many high 
level categories 
(12) 32% of 

outgoings 
hidden in 
“misc” or 
“other”

Others more suited to 
GDP accounting than 
reflecting “real“ 
consumers:

Insurance 
Mortgages
Holidays



We did our own

So we built our own classification using the Living Costs 
and Food Survey. 

Our key aims:

To represent spending from a consumer's view point
To capture all consumer outgoings
To make the data accessible to those trying to 
understand behaviour

So what does it look like....



The Classification-a-gram



Summary: T-Level



1st Detail level: A-Level



2nd level detail: B-Level



Consumer Spending Classification



T1 - HOUSING

We include:

Mortgage interest - FS counts it as 
“other expenditure item” not in COICOP
Capital repayment of mortgage is not 
counted as expenditure (as in the long 
term it’s an investment)
We also included house purchase and 
associated spending.
And we included contents/buildings 
insurance, and council tax too

We’ve brought communication into this 
group as telecoms and broadband are 
widely viewed as the new essential 
utilities.



The transport group is almost identical to 
COICOP with the addition of vehicle 
insurance

T2 - TRANSPORT



The CSC essentially brings together 
COICOP categories 1 (Food), 2 
(Alcoholic drinks), 3 (clothing and 
footwear) and 5 (household goods and 
services).

It additionally brings together spend on 
residential care, child care, health (all 
mostly from COICOP’s  misc. goods) 
alongside education (COICOP 10)

T3 – GROCERIES, GOODS AND SERVICES



Recreation mainly expands COICOP’s 
(9) ‘Recreation and culture’ by also 
integrating restaurants and hotels (11)
Aggregate holiday spend is brought 
together from various places in the 
COICOP (9, 11, 13)
Also gambling from COICOP non-
expenditure (14).

T4 - RECREATION



Financials is a net to capture 
most purely financial 
transactions whether they be 
net loss (e.g. bank charges) or 
gain (e.g. savings) to the 
household, so the overall ‘T’ 
level needs to be interpreted 
with caution. 

Many of these are counted in 
the COICOP as ‘non-
expenditure items’ (14), which 
- a) we felt would not 

represent how the 
consumers themselves 
would view them (e.g. life 
insurance)

- b) would inhibit our analysis 
of issues such as pension 
contribution and saving.

T5 - FINANCIALS



The results



The various data outputs we’ve created.

Average spending (mean) on each item over time in nominal
terms - i.e. unadjusted for inflation across all households.

Average spending (mean) on each item over time in real terms 
i.e. adjusted for inflation by overall CPI across all households.

Prevalence of spending (% of all households spending > £0) on 
each item.

Average spending (mean) on each item over time in nominal
terms - i.e. unadjusted for inflation for applicable households only.

Average spending (mean) on each item over time in real terms 
i.e. adjusted for inflation by overall CPI across all households for 
applicable households only.

Percentage spend on each item as a proportion of total 
expenditure



For these household sub-groups.

Tenure
Social Renters
Private Renters
Owned with a Mortgage
Owned outright

Age group (of HRP)
18-29
30-49
50-64
65+

Equivalised (and non) income quintiles
Lowest 20%
2nd
3rd
4th
Highest 20%

Household composition
'Single person, no children'
'Single person with children'
'Couple, no children'
'Couple, with children'
'3 adults or more'
'Retired Household'.

Region
Gov’t office regions with devolved countries



Overall we find “housing, 
utilities and comms” and 
“groceries, goods and 
services” took up equal 
highest  shares of 
spending overall (30% 
and 31%) in 2013.

Recreation made up 19%, 
transport 13% and 
financials 7%.

We estimate average 
total household spend to 
be £606 per week 
compared to £517 
according to ONS’ Family 
Spending.

Our housing spend (inc.
benefits) represents 22% 
of all spending, whereas 
the official COICOP 
based figure is just 14%*

Consumer Spending Classification of ONS LCF data; 
2013

*Please note Family spending contains a chapter on housing spend to partially account for this 
problem

Overall CSC 2013



Overall CSC 2013 B-level detail



Overall CSC 2013 B-level detail - 18-29 year olds



Overall CSC 2013 B-level detail – 50-64 year olds



Comparing years and subgroups

Example for those with 
mortgages:

- Mortgaged households are 
spending marginally less than 
they did in 2003/4 (2013 prices). 

- The composition of that 
spending is quite similar.

- Purchase of vehicles has 
decreased from 6% of spending 
to 4% of spending, although 
operation costs are the same 
(7%)

- Note the dip in housing spend 
after the interest rate drop in 
2008.

- Spend on groceries goods and 
services decreased in real terms 
by £40 a week for this group

- This group spend an equivalent 
amount on both HUC and 
groceries.



Subgroups

- Private renters were also 
spending less than they were in 
2003/4 in real terms.

- They also saw a large increase 
in the proportion of their total 
spending devoted to housing 
(23% 2003/4 to 29% 2013).

- Recreation and Groceries have 
seen corresponding decreases.



How we are using the CSC.

For us being able to quantify the spending on an item in 
relation to others is hugely valuable for perspective, and 
internal project prioritisation.

For example, we find that for those that spend on it, childcare 
equates to more than 50% of housing costs, or around twice 
what households spend on transport fares.

Our analysis was used last year to highlight soaring 
energy spending, at the same time as a reduction in the 
volume of energy consumed.

Other analysis of LCF highlighted the dwindling 
proportions of household regularly paying money 
into  formal savings or investments 15% to 10% over 
the period 2003/4 to 2012

Which? editorial have included our LCF stats in stories 
about pets and cars



Next steps?

2015 report, (on 2013 data).
Aiming to publish ‘digi-longform’ with interactive charts/visualisations and 
video content.
Make processed data available for open use / release the code!
2014 report is here http://www.which.co.uk/about-which/who-we-
are/quarterly-consumer-reports/consumer-spending-report-2014/

Contact: Guy.weir@which.co.uk

https://public.tableau.com/profile/guy8862#!/vizhome/CSCDashboard2013NEW/A-levwithTtimeseries


