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Abstract

Internet users and online trading has flourished in the paost few yeors.
Porticulorly in Omon the penetration of internet is around 71% os
compared to the world population being 40%. The digi-tol economy
has abundont to offer to the consumers. Digitization hos provided eosy
occess, large voriety to choose, convenient poyment, improved
services ond shopping ot your convenience ony time, due to the ropid
growth in internet, smort phone ond other technologies but along the
growth path it also brings in challenges reloted to consumer protection.
In Omon there exists a strong Consumer Protection Act. With all this,
still the challenge today is to build a.digitol world consumers con trust.
The consumers internationolly have some bosic rights but the question
is whether they are awoare obout itfi An aware consumer is better
protected. The componies who work for consumer aworeness not only
build trust of the consumers but olso develop a strong brond equity
leading to increosed business.

This poper will investigote the aworeness omong the consumers
regording their rights ond duties ond suggest strategies for creoting
owareness. This poper will be useful not only for the consum-ers at
lorge but for the policy mokers, new entronts in troding business,
odvertisers, existing busi-ness ond government.

Keywords: Consumer Protection, Digitol Age, Aworeness.

Introduction

Consumers are the heort of ony business. Omon is among the pioneers
to adopt internet ond today 71% of its population uses internet in one or
the other ways os compored to the world averoge penetration of 40-
42%. Omoni consumers are increosingly buying ond selling products
ond services including 'digitol contents’ through online ond mobile
plotforms.
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Figure 1: Internet penetration in Oman
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As this becomes amore common form of consumer product,
are Omon's consumer protections laws oppropriate for
oddressing digital content thot is foultyfi 'Digital content'
(dotaproduced ond supplied in digitol form) includes: cloud
computing (email, sociol medio, online file storoge), mobile
phone opps ond poid music, video, ond electronic gomes
downlooding or streaming.The constont ond ropidly

evolving nature of digitol content has the potential to disrupt
troditional concepts of goods ond services under consumer
low. Thus, this is the right time to think obout how the law
con ensure that consumers hove adequate protections where
digitol content is not of “acceptable quality”. In other words,
whoat rights ond remedies should consumers have when
digitol content is foultyfi

Table 1: Internet penetration in Middle East

Middle East Internet Users, Population and Facebook Statistics 2016
MIDDLE EAST Population Users, in internet Usage | % Population | Internet Facebook
(2016 Est. ) Dec/2000 30-Jun-2016 | (Penetration) | % users | 30-Jun-2016
Bahrain 1,378 S04 40 000 1,278,752 27% 09% 800 000
Jordan 7.747 800 127 300 5,700,000 36% 40% 4 800 000
Kuwvait 4007 145 150,000 3202110 T99% 23% 2,300,000
Lebanon 5988 153 300,000 4,545 007 50% 32% 3,100 000
Oman 40654471 Q0 000 3,310,260 1% 23% 1,500 000
Palestine (West Bk) 28377 35 000 3,007 849 632% 21% 1.700 000
Qatar 2,258 283 30,000 2,200,000 0T4% 16% 2,200,000
Saudi Arabla 32157 974 200 000 20,813,695 64 7% urs 14,000 000
Syria 18 563 505 30,000 5,502,250 206% 30% na
United Arab Emirates 9,206 971 735,000 8,515,420 91 9% 60% 7,700,000
Yemen 21302719 15,000 6773228 247% 48% 1,800,000
Gaza Strip 1621 2202] see Palesting we Palwting na n'a| see Palesing
TOTAL Micidie East 246, 141,489,765 574 100.0 %] 76,000,000
Consumer Protection low, but with the introduction of digital age, we need to

Consumer Protection Low is a state or federal low designed
to protect consumers ogainst improperly described,
domoged, foulty, ond dongerous goods and services as well
os from unfoir trode ond credit proctices (Webster's New
World Low Dictionary, 2010).Government protection is
obsolutely necessory ond consumer protection is one of
them. An ordinory consumer hos the right to o sense of
security obout the products ond services purchosed in the
marketploce. Omon has o very strong consumer protection
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revisit ond ensure that even the digital products have been
properly covered. The low gives the consumers rights for the
following:

1. To be safeguarded against inferior quality -
Componies usually do not produce inferior goods on
purpose. However, monufacturers may be tempted to
use low-quality materiol in moking certain opplionces,
cousing them to be defective. This type of production
con only be prevented if o consumer protection

www.pbr.co.in



complaint is filed. Awareness here lies on the port of
consumers to understond whot constitutes a legitimote
complaint, ond how to file a cose. A successful
complaint con comse omonufocturer to stop production.

To be protected against unethical practices- There is
fierce competition ond unethical business owners ore
prone to malproctices ond odulteration without regord to
the heolth or safety of the consumers. Unethicol
proctices olso produce incredibly bad service ond no
consumer should have to deal with it. We need to
educate consumers obout froud,or what constitutes o
defective product ond whot rights they have.

3. Toseethat justice towards consumers is done- If lows
ore mode but nobody cares to see if they ore followed
properly or not, defies the true sense of building them.
Thus, the guilty must be cought ond punished. The
Omon consumer protection team does o.remorkoble job
in this direction, which is commendoble. Every day we
hear obout cotching stale food or products with expiry
dates. Such crimes must be cought ond punished
(Feltoon, 2015).

The mojor cim of the Consumer Protection Low is that it
wonts to keep consumers sofe. The Consumer Protection oct
is thus designed to protect consumers and give them rights
when buying goods ond services. Monufocturers ore legolly
obliged to put certoin informotion on products, such os
health ond safety messoges or how to use a produc
t(“Describe the Legislotion that Applies to the IT
Profession,”n.d.).
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Consumer Trust

Trust bosicolly meons 'firm belief in the reliobility, truth,
ability, or strength of someone or something'. Trust is o
critical strotegic osset. It tokes ages for abrond to build volue
ond may be lost in friction of aminute. The morketers todoy
must understond how to build trust in a.decentralized media
environment in which consumer choice is almost unlimited.
This digital ero, where privacy issues are likely to offect the
consumer's trust, componies must first understond whot ore
the consumer's wonts ond needs regording privocy ond whot
steps must be token to maintoin trust. 'Strotegies towords
building the consumer trust'must aim to roise aworeness of
issues surrounding trust in products ond services, estoblish
'industry best proctices' ond provide proctical tools ocross
the volue choin. Research (Tutejoet.al., 2016) indicates that
there are various ontecedents like brond orientation, website
design, prior online purchase experience, quoality
orientation, perceived risk, perceived security control,
perceived privacy control, perceived integrity, perceived
competence, third-porty integrotion ond legal framework
which offects consumer trust in Internet shopping which is
positively ossociated with on intention to buy.

“Consumer Trust” (n.d.), hos given some strategies to build
Consumer Trust. According to them 'Education' helps in
building consumer trust by creoating aworeness obout the
privocy ond security threats, ond what ore the solutions to
them. Another importont ospect is 'Regulation’ which helps
in moking the consumers awore thot there is o consumer
protection low in every country ond porticulorly in Omon, it
is fully empowered ond its details ore avoiloble online also.
Figure 2, clearly shows the types of advertisements that the
US internet users trust when moking a.purchose decision.

Figure 2: Types of advertisements US internet users trust
CHART PROFILE

Types of Ads that US Internet Users Trust When
Making a Purchase Decision, Oct 2016
% of respondents

Print ads (newspaper, magazines)

Iz!
E

Ads/catalogs | receive in the mail
T76%

Radio ads

71%

Ads in outdoor and public places (like billboards, transit ads,
posters, etc.)

9%

gine ads Yahoo, Bing, etc.)

1%

Video ads that appear prior to a digital video
A47%

Sponsored posts on blogs that | read

a43%
Ads embedded in soclal media (Facebook. Instagram, etc.)
43%
Online banner ads
39%
Mobile phone ads
39%

%

25%

Note: n=2,400 ages 18+
Source: MarketingSherpa, "Customer Satisfaction Research Study,” Dec 12,
20186
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Measurement:

(% of respondents)

Data Covered:

Source:

MarketingSherpa

Methodology:
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Benefits of digitization to consumers

Digital oge is here ond it is here to stay. Digitizotion hos
spoiled the consumers. Everything is available on touch of a
button. The eose ond speed of things hos tremendously
increased. Social mediahos penetrated in the lives of people
such thot they wake up, sleep, tolk, walk, study, each ond
also play only with their devices. Thonks to companies such
os Amozon, e-bay, Alibaba ond Apple, they now expect
every orgonizotion to deliver products ond services swiftly,
with o seam-less user experience. Intuitive interfoces,
around-the-clock availobility, reol-time fulfillment, per-
sonalized treatment, global consistency, and zero
errors—this is the world to which customers have become
increosingly occustomed (ShohoarMorkovitch ond Poul
Willmott, 2014).

Digitization provides customers with instont grotificotion.
Everything is a single click awoy. The longer processes ond
tiresome delays have been eliminated with the help of digital
processes ond customers con now avoil higher degree of
customization ond have occess to wide vorieties ond eosy
comporison. Digitization has not only soved customers’
precious time but also saved alot of cost. Customers now ore
not required to go out of their houses for simple tosks like
grocery shopping or buying clothes or electronics. Processes
have become simpler, all you need to do is pay online or on
delivery ond the products are delivered on your doorstep.
Digitization hos mode reduced trovel costs and other related
costs, cheaper production possible by the compony hence
reduced prices (up to 90% reduction in the production cost
with the help of digitization), elimino-tion of mentol ond
physical stress, access to more voriety ond lorge number of
dealers, easy com-porison is possible, 24*7 availability,
simplified processes ond high degree of personalizotion is
possible.

International rights of consumers

Mony countries have consumer protection acts for
customers buying from brick ond mortor stores or buying
from online stores. Nevertheless, difficulties orise when
customers ore buying from internotional sites. The country
is not oble to enforce the some protection laws on the

customer’s beholf. For exomple, the worronty for
photographic equipment distributor Moxwell states it “does
NOT provide guorontees or rights to consumers who have
bought goods from online vendors bosed overseas”(Jodi
Bird, 2014).

Federal trade commission of USA haos internationol
consumer protection policies. The FTA also colloborotes
with over o hundred consumer protection outhorities ocround
the world. In the area of consumer protection enforcement,
the FTC relies on 4 key tools: (1) information shoring; (2) in-
vestigative ossistonce; (3) cross-border jurisdictional
outhority; ond (4) enforcement relotionships. (International
Consumer Protection, n.d.).

The customers have the right to know the address, phone ond
fox number of the online trader. The trader must also provide
clear policies of trade ond tronsoction for the customer to
read ond understond. Customer privocy must be maintoined
ot oll times. Consumers con olso file com-ploints with
‘econsumer.gov’, which is a.global site that allows customer
to file cross border comploints. It helps the customers
resolve complaints without formal legal oction.

Research Methodology

For better understonding the oworeness oamong the
consumers in Omon, the researchers adopted ‘focus group’
survey by structured questionnaire ond in-depth interview.
Two questionnoires were mode. First to understond the use
of internet and penetrotion of sociol medio ond the second
one to understond the level of aworeness omong the
consumers regarding their protection ond trust on
componies, products ond services. Figure 4.1 is the
screenshot of Questionnaire 1, figure 4.2 is the screenshot of
the responses received and Figure 5 is the screenshot of the
second questionnoire regording the consumer oworeness
ogoinst consumer protection. Questionnoire one included 45
varioble related to demogrophy, use of sociol media ond
impoct on learning. Selective dota ond its analysis has been
used for this poper. The questionnaire wos circulated to 115
respondents but 54 responses were received ond oll were
found suitable to be included in the study.

Figure 4.1: Screenshot of Questionnaire

Dr Kaneel fatima Sadrrwals, Asssstant Professo

Do you have a smart phone

Yes

Nc¢
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Do you have internet facility on your smart phone *
() ves

O we

Do you use social media *

() Yes

O we

If yes, how often *

Figure 4.2: Screen shot of responses to questionnaire
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shot of Questionnaire regarding consumer awareness against consumer protection
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There is a consumer protection law in Oman

a consumer should have the opportunity to select the goods or
services that he or she wantsto purchase.

Consumers have protection from the sale and distribution of
dangerous goods and services.

Consumers have the right to receive adequate information about
products on which to base buying decisions.

consumers have a right to complain when there are problems or
concerns.

They have the right to speak up, to be heard, and to expect
positive results

both business and government are expected to respond to
Consumers.

The right to redress or remedy. Consumers are affordedan
opportunity to have a hearing to voice dissatisfaction such thata
resolution is reached and the complaint is settled satisfactorily.

Oonwmnmupmdedimmdevmgf-lecuof
air, earth, and water pollution that may result from the
performance of daily marketplace operations.

Consumers have the right to live and work in an environment that
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Findings

*  100% of the respondents hod smort phone ond had
access to internet ond were using digitol medio.

*  98.1% had internet on their phone and occess to internet
wos avoiloble 24 hours aday.

*  83.7% used internet every day, 10.2% used more thon
three doys aweek ond 6.1% used ofew times in amonth

» theintensity of use ronged from 30 minutes to more thon
4 hours per doy

*  96.2 use Whatsapp , 58% use Facebook, 54.8% use
Twitter, 80.8% use Instogrom

*  Othersociol mediaused were BBM, pint rest, bautiqoot
*  83%used sociol medio for chatting (leisure)

*  83.6% Surfing (time poss), 69% for downlooding
music/videos for entertoinment purposes, 64% for
educationol purposes

*  77% used it for sharing imoges ond information to
fomily ond friends 45.5% used social media to buy
goods ond 25% used it for selling goods

*  36% were least bothered about security ond 22% were
assured about full security

¢ 20% oaccepted it would not be difficult to quit sociol
media

The focus group interview results are as follows-

e 50% were unsure thot there exists o Consumer
Protection Law in Omon.

e Maojority( 80%)were unsure thot they have the right to
satisfoction of basic needs, essential goods ond services,
adequate food, clothing, shelter, health core, educotion,
public utilities, woter ond sonitotion.

e They accepted (100%) they have the right to safety, to be
protected ogainst products, production processes ond
services thot ore hazordous to heolth or life ond also they
were awore thot they con comploin if onything goes
wrong. But were not sure obout where to complain ond
how to complain.

*  Regording the right to be informed, to be given the focts
needed to moke on informed choice, and to be protected
ogoinst dishonest or misleading odvertising ond
lobelling, 90% had the opinion that it was the job of
government to regulate ond control ond they did not
have ony right.

*  Forthe right to choose, thot is, to be able to select from o
ronge of products ond services, offered ot competitive
prices with on ossuronce of sotisfoctory quality, they
(100%) opined thot they have full rights. Moximum
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(90%)opined they do not have any right in formulating
ond implementation of government policies, and in the
development of products ond services. On further
question on right to borgoin, 85% soid, they do not
bargain ond purchose the goods on the same price os
quoted.

*  100% ogreed thot they have the right to receive
compensation, if the goods or services ore not according
to their demond or need. If something waos promised by
the supplier ond they do not deliver, they consider it as o
serious offence ond ogoinst the Islomic ethics.On
question to receive o foir settlement of just claims,
including compensation for misrepresentation, inferior
goods or unsatisfactory services, 90% of the
respondents opined they will not return back to the some
supplier or troder ond comploin to the ministry. They
were unsure obout what to do next if their voice is not
heard by the ministry. They had no idea where ond how
to lodge cose agoinst the troder.

e They were unsure obout their right to consumer
education, to acquire knowledge ond skills needed to
moke informed, confident choices obout goods ond
services, while being aware of basic consumer rights
ond responsibilities ond how to oct on them.

* They were fully oware about the right to a heolthy
environment, to live and work in on environment thot is
non-threatening to the well-being of present ond future
generotions.

Conclusion & Suggestions for consumers/policy makers

On the bosis of the information gothered ond reseorch
findings there is a dire need to educote the consumers ond
create oworeness omong them regording their rights ond
duties related to products ond services. Mony the times their
complains go unheord os they themselves ore not sure whot
to do ond where to go. Not only regording the physical
products ond services, as the world is moving towords ropid
digitization, the consumers need to be more thoroughly
protected from online scommers ond frouds. Internotionol
bodies must be estoblished for global trade ond consumer
protection. All the componies must be required to get
licensed from such authorities for better control over the
trade octivities ond protection of customers. Componies
must be limited to the use or access to private information of
the customers. Componies must stote their terms ond
conditions clearly. Better estoblishment of internationol
consumer protection ogencies will help consumers gain
more interest in international trade through digital chonnel.
The risks of online presence ond trade activities should be
tought in schools ond colleges. The componies themselves
os o mondatory action should communicate the consumer,
their rights os customers.
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