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Bill Shock: 

o In a 2011 survey by Consumers Union, roughly 1 in 5 Americans with a cell 

phone received unexpected charges during the previous year.   

 

Examples: 

o Woman receives US$34,000 cell phone bill for data and texting while visiting her 

sister in Haiti after 2009 earthquake 

o US$18,000 bill for man whose free data downloads expired without warning 

o Businessman charged US$2000 despite buying an international plan before his 

trip. 

 

In 2010, Federal Communications Commission (FCC) issued proposed rules to address 

"Bill Shock."   

o Wireless carriers should send voice or text alerts to notify consumers (a) when 

they approach and (b) when they reach monthly plan limits for voice, data, and 

text that would result in overage charges. 

o Send alerts when consumers are about to incur international roaming charges that 

are not covered by their monthly plans. 

o Clearly disclose any tools mobile providers offer to let consumers set their own 

usage limits and monitor their usage balances. 

 

Recent action: 

o On October 18, 2011, industry association and consumer organization join to 

announce code of conduct that benefits mobile phone consumers. 

o Consumers Union worked with CTIA – The Wireless Association to develop a 

new industry code of conduct. 

o FCC future action:  Trust but verify.  Proposed rules are on hold while code of 

conduct implemented.  If there is non-compliance, FCC will take action. 

 

More information:  

o Statement:  http://www.fcc.gov/document/chairman-genachowski-remarks-bill-

shock-event 

o Video.http://www.fcc.gov/events/ctia-consumers-union-and-fcc-announce-new-

industry-guidelines 
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Cramming 

o “Cramming” is the practice of placing unauthorized charges on consumers’ phone 

bills. It is a clear issue for landline phone service and an emerging issue for 

wireless service. 

o Crammers often avoid detection by charging a small amount to each consumer — 

as little as $1.99 per month — or describing charges in a manner that make them 

appear to be for services from the phone company, such as voicemail or web 

services.  Unauthorized charges often go undetected for months or even years.   

o A recent expert survey showed that only five percent of consumers who were 

impacted by a particular cramming company were aware of the monthly charges. 

Based on the same survey and state data, the FCC believes an estimated 15 to 20 

million American households a year potentially have these mystery fees on their 

monthly landline phone bills 

 

FCC issues proposed rules (July 2011): 

o Require landline telephone companies to notify subscribers clearly and 

conspicuously -- at the point of sale, on each bill, and on their websites -- of the 

option to block third-party charges from their telephone bills, if the carrier offers 

that option; 

o Strengthen the FCC’s requirement that third-party charges be separated on bills 

from the telephone company’s charges.  

o Carriers must include on all telephone bills and on their websites a notice that 

consumers may file complaints with the FCC and provide the Commission’s 

contact information for the submission of complaints.   

 

FCC asked for comment on whether phone companies should be: 

o required to offer subscribers the option to block third-party charges from 

appearing on their telephone bills;  

o required to notify consumers that they do not offer blocking service if they do not 

do so;  

o prohibited from assessing an additional fee for blocking services;  

o prohibited from including third-party charges on telephone bills altogether. 

o provide accurate contact information for third-party vendors on their telephone 

bills;  

o screen third parties for prior rule violations or other violations of law before 

agreeing to place their charges on telephone bills.   

 

More information: 

o Overview: http://www.fcc.gov/topic/cramming 

o Proposed rules: http://www.fcc.gov/document/proposed-rules-prevent-cramming 

o Consumer Advisory: http://www.fcc.gov/guides/cramming-unauthorized-

misleading-or-deceptive-charges-placed-your-telephone-bill 

 

Contact information: 

o Joel.Gurin@fcc.gov 
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