
 
 

A dossier of misleading deals and dubious pricing strategies 

From the Office of John Denham MP 
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In the past year a number of investigations have highlighted instances of supermarkets misleading 

shoppers with special offers. This resulted in the Office for Fair Trading recently issuing new 

guidance to supermarkets on special offers in November 2012.  

PANORAMA 

In December 2011, BBC One’s Panorama looked into supermarket price wars and discovered a 

number of misleading practices: 

‘The Multi-buy non-deal’: Multi-buy deals being dressed up 

as offering great value, when in fact they do no such thing. 

For example, 1 litre of Robinsons squash: one for £1, or 2 for 

£2. 
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‘The new – yet old – low price’: Prices are artificially raised for a short period 

of time so that a return to around the previous price mark can be described 

as a ‘price drop’. For example, Tesco had medium sized whole chickens rising 

from £4 up to £5, before dropping back down to £4 for the Big Price Drop 

campaign. 
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http://uk.finance.yahoo.com/news/supermarkets-misleading-shoppers-special-offers-000524762.html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/panorama/hi/front_page/newsid_9652000/9652944.stm
http://www.mysupermarket.co.uk/#/tesco-price-comparison/fresh_poultry/tesco_fresh_whole_irish_chicken_medium_16kg.html


 
 

‘Where are the scales?’: Fruit and vegetables are 

sometimes priced per unit, sometimes by weight. For 

example, at Sainsbury’s a pack of 5 bananas cost £1, but 

individually they were 42p each. 

‘Less is more – much more’: Some products are marked as 

‘bigger pack, better value’ when in actual fact they offer no 

such value at all. For example, at Asda, a 1kg tub of Clover 

spread was £3.20, 20p more than buying two 500g tubs of 

the same butter.               Image: BBC Panorama 

 

THE GROCER 

In March 2012, The Grocer did a study into Tesco’s Big Price Drop 

campaign (see chickens above) that found that for every two items 

that had come down in price, three went up over a six week period. In 

fact, a huge 3,258 products were more expensive with just 1,962 

cheaper. The vast majority, 13,580, stayed the same. 

For example, a can of Tesco’s own label cream of tomato soup was 

said to have been reduced from 59p down to 45p. However, only 6 

weeks before, it was just 46p. This was another instance of ‘the new – 

yet old – low price.’ 

Image: MySupermarket 

WHICH?  

In May 2012, Which? looked into misleading pricing tactics 

across the major supermarkets, again finding a variety of 

tactics that echoed the earlier Panorama investigation: 

‘The new – yet old – low price’ (again!): Which? found 

another example of tactical price rises, followed by price 

drops days later. This time, Tesco blueberries were £1.80, 

before going up to £3.99 for 14 days and then back down 

to £1.99 – a price they stayed at for longer than the higher 

price. 
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Changing prices for multi-buys: Which? identified times when prices would be moved up at the 

same time as products went on to a multi-buy deal, often meaning that even in a mult-buy, the same 

product offered worse value than before. For example, Morrisons moved the price of an Innocent 

Smoothie from £2 to a multibuy of £5 for 2 cartons, with the individual price rising to £2.79 – a price 

rise disguised as a special offer. 

http://news.bbcimg.co.uk/media/images/57091000/jpg/_57091741_1056085-high_res-panorama-the-truth-about-supermarket-price-wars.jpg
http://images.mysupermarket.co.uk/Products_1000/61/024661.jpg
http://images.mysupermarket.co.uk/Products_1000/30/023930.jpg


 
 

Which is the real price?: Which? also found a number of products that had been on  special offer for 

much longer than they were on sale at the ‘original’ price. Like Sainsbury’s asparagus sold at £3 for 

just 14 days, then sold for £1.50 for 63 days. 

 

OFT INVESTIGATION 

As a result of all of these investigations into misleading 

special offers, the OFT published new guidance on 30 

November 2012. They acknowledged that “there was a 

variety of approaches to interpreting and applying 

relevant legislation across the food/drink retail sector” 

and released new principles guarding against: 
Image: State of Search 

 Prices being artificially inflated to make a later ‘discount’ look more attractive 

 Prices being presented as discounts for longer than the higher price was initially charged 

 Comparisons being made between prices that are not meaningful or relevant 

 Unreliable claims about ‘bigger pack, better value’ when there are cheaper ways of buying 

the same volume of the product elsewhere in the store. 

 

MYSUPERMARKET RESEARCH 

In January 2013, new research from MySupermarket 

shows that misleading offers are still being made by 

the major supermarkets. 

Images: MySupermarket   

This included examples of ‘yo-yo pricing’ where prices were raised and lowered regularly so that it 

could be described as a ‘special offer’ for a longer period of time. This innocent smoothie (pictured) 

was on ‘special offer’ in both Waitrose and Asda at 2 for £5, yet this was 20p higher than the average 

price for 1 in each of the stores because of the yo-yo pricing. Other examples included Goodfella’s 

Pizzas on sale at 2 for £4.50 in Sainsbury’s, which is 29p higher than their average price for just one 

pizza – 2 other retailers also stocked one of these pizzas for cheaper. 

 

SUPERMARKET PRICING INFORMATION BILL 

John Denham will introduce the Supermarket Pricing Information Bill on 15th January 2013. The Bill 

would require the release of pricing data on all supermarket goods, store by store and product by 

product. The release of data will allow innovative organisations and individuals to design apps to 

compare shopping baskets, scrutinise pricing promotions and highlight dodgy deals.  

Speaking ahead of the introduction of the Bill, John Denham said: “Supermarkets have a huge 

advantage over shoppers. While the supermarkets can base their pricing and promotion policies on 

http://www.stateofsearch.com/wp-content/uploads/2010/12/oft-logo.png


 
 

sophisticated computer analysis of how we shop, most consumers are left shopping around and 

trying to work out value for money in much the same way they did decades ago. My Bill will even 

things up a little, giving consumers more chance of really getting the best deal, without the need for 

expensive regulation.” 

 

Notes to editors: 

1. The Panorama report was last broadcast on BBC 1 on 11 December 2011. Details of 

examples found in the report can be found here: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/panorama/hi/front_page/newsid_9652000/9652944.stm 

2. The Grocer report was published on 3 March 2012 by Elinor Zuke. The investigation was 

done in partnership with BrandView.co.uk. More details can be found here: 

http://www.thegrocer.co.uk/companies/supermarkets/tesco/more-prices-up-than-down-

before-the-drop/226808.article 

3. Which? investigated the price of 700,000 items on sale in Tesco, Sainsbury’s, Asda, Ocado 

and Morrisons over the year and published their report on 24 May 2012. An article on the 

report is available here: 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/personalfinance/consumertips/household-

bills/9285182/Supermarkets-mislead-shoppers-with-dubious-special-offers-Which-says.html 

4. The OFT investigation Retail food pricing and promotional practices closed on 30 November 

2012. Further details are available here: http://www.oft.gov.uk/OFTwork/consumer-

enforcement/consumer-enforcement-completed/retail-food-pricing/#.UNGWz-QieSo 

5. For more details about the Bill, please contact Cameron Tait in John Denham’s office on 

0207 219 0067 or cameron.tait@parliament.uk 
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