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Abstract
Today, courts proceedings remain complex and expensive for consumers. Alternative Dispute Resolution 
(ADR) and Online Dispute Resolution (ODR) are means of consumer redress. Nevertheless, they have not 
achieved its full potential, partly due to the lack of consumer awareness. Currently, there are different 
legislative initiatives at the EU level devoted to improving consumer empowerment as well as, more 
particularly, ADR and ODR. Moreover, Information technology (IT) devices such as smartphones are 
improving consumers’ access to information and they may contribute to empowering consumers and giving 
them better access to justice. Further to this contextual framework, this article presents Geoconsum, an open 
source mobile application that contains a database on consumer mediation entities and a compendium of 
consumer legislation applicable in Catalonia. In the near future, this application may be integrated with an 
online mediation platform. This article shows the databases’ methodology and implementing process. 
Furthermore, it shows the mobile application functionalities and the search and retrieval capabilities, based 
on parameterised searches as well as on geolocation technology. The device also works as a mapping 
service application since it offers a route planner to access the nearest consumer mediation entity.

Keywords: consumers, mediation, online mediation, Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR), Online Dispute 
Resolution (ODR), legal databases, Consumer Law, mobile applications

1. Introduction: Online Mediation and consumer 
empowerment
More than one out of five European consumers encountered a problem with a good or service in the internal 
market in the last year. [2] However, when that happens, consumers do not usually access to courts. It is well 
known that court proceedings entail some complexities and costs that make this sort of access to justice 
unbearable for consumers. [3] In this scenario, Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) such as mediation and 
arbitration and Online Dispute Resolution (ODR) remain as sources of consumer redress. In Catalonia, the 
White Book on Mediation in Catalonia (WBMC) has shown that mediation, as a consensual method of 
dispute resolution, appears to be particularly suitable to manage and solve consumer disputes. [4] A 
mediation process is a structured process characterised by the intervention of an impartial third person, who 
does not impose a solution, but puts his efforts in assisting the parties so that they solve the conflict by 
themselves. [5]

In Spain, the Consumer Arbitration Scheme sets up a mediation procedure as the first and previous phase 
that parties may try before the dispute escalates into an institutional consumer arbitration process. [6] The 
WBMC has also shown that mediation in the consumer domain has gained a conceptual and practical 
autonomy from arbitration over the past years. [7] Specifically in Catalonia, there are several public entities 
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offering consumer mediation services, considered as consumer public services by the Consumer 
Code. [8] These entities include the Catalan Consumer Agency (Agència Catalana del Consum (ACC)), the 
Arbitration Consumer Boards, the local (OMICs) and supra local (OCICs) consumer information offices, the 
European Unit at the Catalan Consumer Agency and the local Arbitration Consumer Boards.[9]  [10]  [11]   [12] In 
addition, private bodies such as consumer organisations also provide mediation services to their 
members. [13] Only in 2008, those bodies undertook more than thirty thousand consumer mediation services 
in the field. [14] Moreover, in 2011 the Catalan Consumer Agency handled almost 14,000 consumer 
complaints. Yet, more than a quarter of those complaints were satisfactorily solved by a consumer mediation 
process. [15]

In Catalonia, the vast majority of institutional consumer mediations are undertaken by distance 
communication means, even if by basic means such as emails and telephones.[16] Yet, those bodies do not 
fully benefit from Information Technologies (IT). [17] Further to basic emails or SMS, other communication 
means may be employed such as electronic boards or videoconferences. Empirical research has shown that 
consumer mediation bodies do not employ any Web 2.0 tools such as blogs or wikis, either Web 3.0 or 
semantic devices. [18] An online mediation is a structured process which is mainly assisted by the Internet 
and other IT devices. When a consumer mediation process is automated in some degree, IT may implement 
diverse functionalities. Typically, in an online mediation platform, IT may monitor the sequences of the 
process and organise the participation of the parties in a standardised workflow, or it may automatically 
generate communication messages to the parties. Moreover, it may present documents to the parties in 
structured forms and it may help register the cases and allow the storage and retrieval of information. [19]

Even if consumer mediation is widely used, it is far from achieving its full potential. According to European 
surveys, only 3% of Europeans whose complaint with the seller or provider was resolved unsatisfactorily 
brings the matter to an arbitration, mediation or conciliation body. [20] Consumer awareness of ADR methods 
is very limited; consumers neither have an easy access to detailed information on ADR procedures, nor have 
information about the use, the number of cases and the past performance of the ADR scheme. [21] In fact, 
the European Parliament has recognised that ‘only a small percentage of citizens know (...) how to file a 
complaint with an ADR entity’. [22] Moreover, in Spain, consumers are almost at the bottom of Europe as 
regards knowledge of consumer associations and public agencies: more than 50% of Spanish consumers do 
not know any public authority or consumer organisations.[23] Consequently, the lack of consumer awareness 
of mediation and other means of redress is still a barrier that needs to be overcome.

From a legislative point of view, the European institutions are tackling some of these challenges by 
strengthening and empowering consumers in Europe in the internal market, either by defining common rules 
for ADR entities and procedures or by providing rules on consumer empowerment. Thus, the proposal of a 
Directive on ADR for consumer disputes aims at developing a well-functioning ADR system within the 
Union. [24] Therefore, online and offline consumer mediation mechanisms will be required to comply with the 
principles and rules enshrined by the future Directive. [25] Moreover, the Proposal of a Regulation on 
consumer ODR aims at establishing an EU-wide ODR platform for cross-border e-commerce transactions, 
which will offer a single point of entry to consumers and traders who seek to resolve out-of-court a dispute 
that has arisen from a cross-border e-commerce transaction. [26]

More generally, the European institutions have linked the empowerment of consumers to the provision of 
information to consumers as well as to their capability to seek redress when necessary. In this regard, the 
EU Consumer Policy Strategy 2007-2013 believes that with the empowerment, ‘consumers make optimal 
decisions, by understanding their own preferences and the choices available to them. They know their rights, 
recognise when these have been breached and if so, complain and seek redress when necessary.’ [27] For 
years, Consumer Law has introduced the provision of information in order to counterbalance the relations 
between consumers and traders, and therefore, to protect consumers. [28] Traditionally, it has been 
understood that consumers have less information than traders. As a result, consumers have difficulties in 
making realistic expectations and decisions that reflect their preferences, which it may increase 
harm. [29] Today, some studies suggest that consumers may not always respond to information provided as 
rationally as it may be assumed, or that those who take advantage of information are likely to be affluent, 
well-educated middle class consumers.[30] Nevertheless, as the European Parliament has recognised, 
providing consumers with accurate and clear information on how they may access an ADR body is of the 
utmost importance. [31] Therefore, the provision of information takes a leading role in order to enhance 
consumer protection. [32] Further to the legislative spheres, it is worthwhile to note that technology may also 
contribute to overcoming the lack of consumer awareness on ADR. As it will be shown in Section 3, 
information technology devices such as smartphones are improving consumers’ access to information and 
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data. Therefore, they may contribute to providing better public services to consumers, [33] and giving them a 
greater access to justice.[34]

2. Objectives
This article shows the research undertaken in order to design and implement Geoconsum. [35] It provides 
both a conceptual framework and some tangible results in the form of a mobile application. Particularly, it 
shows the research carried out with two consumer related databases. Geoconsum may be of assistance 
before the conflict begins, as a tool for dispute avoidance or dispute prevention, [36] but especially when the 
conflict has already started. When this happens, Geoconsum may provide an immediate contact tool with 
consumer mediation entities.

The research undertaken with Geoconsum follows a line of research at the UAB Institute of Law and 
Technology which aims at analysing IT with relational justice means, specifically mediation in the consumer 
domain. [37] In particular, the WBMC aimed at both analyzing mediation activities and needs in Catalonia, as 
well as fostering mediation throughout the territory in its several domains of scope. The consumer chapter of 
the WBMC represents a deep and systematic approach and analysis of real data consumer 
mediation. [38] Moreover, chapter sixteen is devoted to studying the uses of technology in mediation services 
in the context of ODR. [39] It is interesting to note that this chapter proposes some recommendations such 
as the promotion and implementation of ODR, particularly in the consumer domain. [40] Moreover, the 
Ontomedia projects aimed at providing a semantic platform which it would allow users and ODR 
professionals to meet in a community-driven web portal where content are provided by users. [41] Finally, the 
on-going Consumedia project aims at implementing an online mediation platform. [42] This platform will 
implement a mediation room with diverse communication tools such as chats, electronic boards, 
videoconference, and audio conference by which mediators will be able to conduct private caucuses or joint 
sessions. In the near future, the application presented in this article might connect consumers with the online 
mediation platform, and thus Geoconsum may become the platform’s mobile gateway. The research 
conducted under these projects as well as with Geoconsum suggests that, thanks to technology, consumers 
may be provided a modest, appropriate and low-cost device to facilitate the resolution of conflicts in the 
consumer domain.

Further to Section 1 that introduces consumer empowerment and online consumer mediation, Section 3 
recalls that technology may also improve consumers’ access to legal information and it addresses some 
relevant issues concerning legal information databases and information retrieval. Section 4 and 5 are 
particularly focused on the application. Section 4 focuses on the databases on consumer mediation entities 
and consumer legislation. Section 4.1 addresses the methodology employed to elaborate the databases 
whereas section 4.2 exposes some challenges that have had to be solved. Section 4.3 addresses the 
content of those databases and provides some quantitative data. Then, section 5 focuses on the mobile app 
functionalities. Finally, Section 6 points out some conclusions and further work.

3. IT and consumers’ access to legal information
Today, the Internet and other information technologies (IT) have changed the accessibility of information to 
consumers. A vast amount of information is available in a digital format. As regards public sector information, 
Directive 2003/98/EC has established a European legislative framework regulating how public sector bodies 
should make their information available for reuse. In particular, it promotes the re-use of official texts of 
legislation and other administrative documents. [43] Pillar VII of the Digital Agenda for Europe, titled ICT for 
social challenges focuses on ICT’s capability to deliver better public services. [44] Indeed, public sector 
information is an important primary material for added-value, digital content products and services that have 
a large unexploited potential, both economic and social. [45] The design of tools to make such access 
possible may also, in turn help professionals in their tasks and consumers, in their demand for public 
information. [46]

In 2012, the Free Access to Law Movement, represented under the World Legal Information Institute (World 
LII) celebrates the 20th anniversary of the first legal information institute.[47] The Montreal 
Declarationestablished the main principles of the Free Access to Law Movement. [48] This Declaration 
considers that public legal information ‘is digital common property and should be accessible to all on a non-
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profit basis and free of charge’. [49] It also promotes and supports ‘free access to public legal information 
throughout the world, principally via the Internet’ and recognizes the ‘primary role of local initiatives in free 
access publishing of their own national legal information.’ [50] In fact, as it has been put up, ‘the LII 
Movement is a basis for a major worldwide transformation in access to justice for lawyers and the general 
public.’[51]

In the latest years, there have grown up a number of initiatives involving the use of mobile technologies in 
several domains such as the citizens’ participation, public awareness, management of emergencies and 
crisis, or the provision of public services and information. [52] Indeed, mobile penetration has grown 
dramatically over the past decade, and it seems that services attached to mobile devices will increase 
accordingly: only in 2010 mobile broadband, as measured by the number of data cards, grew 71% in 
Spain . [53] In addition, some striking information foresees that mobile phones could outnumber humans by 
the end of 2012. [54] Indeed, mobiles are portable, durable, basic and relatively low-cost whereas they 
employ easy-to-use technology and have far-reaching functionalities. [55] These characteristics suggest that 
mobile devices may be particularly appropriate for empowering consumers by providing better information 
access and better access to justice. [56] For instance, the European Commission has recently launched Your 
Passenger Rights, a mobile app which provides information on passenger rights. [57] In Canada, a new free 
mobile app gives greater access to justice to Canadians by providing information on legislation and case 
law. [58]

Furthermore, some legal information databases are today being built up with collaborative or crowd sourcing 
efforts. The notion of crowd sourcing refers to the outsourcing of a task to ‘an undefined and generally large 
group of people in the form of an open call’. [59] A large group of people submitting information through text 
messaging using a mobile phone, web forms or simple emails may be very helpful in building devices 
devoted to public awareness or public services provision. [60] For instance, the Constitution Explorer Project 
at Stanford University aims at tagging national constitutions of the world, by theme. Thanks to the 
collaborative effort of many students, a set of categories will feed a constitutions’ database, which will enable 
people to compare other countries’ constitutions. [61] Collaborative efforts may also be seen in consumer-
dedicated web portals where content is provided by consumers. [62]

It is obvious that consumers are not experts in Law, and sometimes the understanding of either how legal 
databases work or legal jargon may be difficult for them. Since commercial legal databases are designed 
primarily to people who traditionally use legal texts, some studies suggest that even professionals that are 
not trained in Law find current online legal databases difficult to use, or harder to use than legal 
experts. [63] The Add-Wijzer project, co-financed under the e-Content programme, was set up to investigate 
ways to improve the usage of law information by business professionals who are not trained in law, in 
particular by combining public sector information from different sectors. [64] Moreover, some literature has 
studied the relevance of domain expertise and expert mental grouping as regards the end-user acceptance 
and willingness to online information systems, again when end-users are not experts in law.[65] Other 
scholars have supported the effects of expertise on information retrieval with implications for the design of 
systems to support the use of information. [66] It seems interesting to note the current relevance of 
visualization of information and data geolocation. The referred Add-Wijzer project introduced GIS objects 
(geographical information system objects) to deal with legal instruments.[67] Similarly, another European 
project developed a Legal Atlas where normative texts and geo-information were represented on 
maps. [68] In any case, it is common that consumer protecting bodies provide, in addition to a compendium 
of legislation, different assistance facilities that may help consumers understand the content of the law. 
These may include information services and tools such as frequently asked questions (FAQ) repositories 
with direct answers to eventual problems or ‘consumer tips’.[69]

The process of obtaining legal documents from a search on an online database of a legal service provider is 
referred to as legal text retrieval. [70] Most legal database providers still use conventional search engines 
such as simple key word search or Boolean searches. These search engines require users to formulate strict 
queries to tie together individual words or phrases that form the search query, and only return those results 
that fulfil all the criteria defined by the query. [71] For instance, when an end-user asks for regulations 
containing the word ‘car’, the search engine might not search for statutes containing the word ‘vehicle’. Thus, 
the use of keyword-based search engines poses some shortcomings such as the lack of understanding of 
synonym concepts or orthographic misspellings. Today, the development of semantic search engines is an 
area of research which tries to solve some of these problems. [72] Thanks to semantics, search engines may 
be able to use conceptual information retrieval, where the results can be clustered by meaning. [73] In this 
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domain, it could be said that many scientists are today putting their efforts in closing what R. Susskind 
names the technological lag. According to R. Susskind:

‘Data processing is our use of technology to capture, distribute, reproduce, and disseminate information. We 
have become extremely adept at this. (...) But now, knowledge processing is coming to the rescue. This is a 
set of technologies that helps us analyse, sift through, and sort out the mountains of data that we have 
created and helps make them more manageable. Data processing has advanced well ahead of knowledge 
processing, but the gap between the two, the technology lag, is going to close. When it closes, we will be 
fully in the information society.’ [74]

4. Consumer Databases in Geoconsum

4.1 Methodology for the database elaboration
Geoconsum has been developed in parallel with different research projects in the field of IT and relational 
justice mechanisms. [75] In particular, it has benefited from synergies from research projects dealing with 
consumer mediation and ODR. [76] The WBMC posed that consumers have a lack of information as regards 
consumer protection entities and the mediation process. [77] When a problem arises consumers usually do 
not know what entity could address to in order to seek for advice. Moreover, mediation bodies in Catalonia 
do not fully benefit from IT for either assisting consumers with ADR or improving consumers’ access to 
information, such as with mobile applications. Thus, Geoconsum aimed at creating a mobile device which 
would empower consumers in Catalonia and give them greater access to justice by providing information and 
immediate contact to consumer mediation entities and by offering information on consumer legislation.

Research for setting up the content of the databases was initiated in 2010 and finished in July 2011. The 
information was manually searched for, extracted and classified from a variety of resources. There are 
various public consumer information sources mainly available on the web such as the Spanish Consumer 
National Institute’s database or the Catalan Consumer Agency website.[78] [79] The Institute of European 
and Comparative Civil Law at the University of Girona provides a database on Catalan civil 
legislation. [80] Other consumer protecting bodies such as OMICS/OCICS or consumer associations may 
also provide digital information on various consumer-related issues, although their relevance varies a great 
deal among them. [81]  [82]   The initial steps of the database research period identified two main subdomains. 
On the one hand, the application aimed at being a compendium of normative instruments applicable to 
consumers in Catalonia. These instruments were differentiated according to its binding and non-binding 
nature (identifying hard and soft law instruments, respectively). Moreover, according to the Spanish 
distribution of competences between the central State and the Autonomous Communities (regions) in the 
consumer domain, a further classification was adopted as to identify Spanish, national normative instruments 
and Catalan normative instruments. On the other hand, the second subdomain was related to consumer 
entities providing consumer mediation services. The WBMC showed that there is currently a wide array of 
public and private entities providing different kinds of services to consumers, ranging from information to 
mediation and arbitration services. [83] The application would provide a user-friendly and efficient way to 
access all those entities that are spread out in Catalonia.

The project involved a group of undergraduate students from the UAB Law School who helped collect 
information. Initially, a web-based document was used to collect a selection of regional consumer legislation 
instruments and consumer mediation entities. This allowed users to edit the document online in real time with 
other users. The document included information and contact details such as addresses, web pages, email 
contacts and telephone numbers of all consumer mediation bodies in Spain. [84] Another web-based 
document was used with the aim of covering national legislation and information covering the whole territory 
of Spain. Finally, another document identified instruments of European consumer legislation.
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4.2 Challenges faced in the process of implementing the database

4.2.1 Challenges in the legislation set

As regards the legislation set implementation, some challenges were faced. The first and main concern was 
of a conceptual nature and was related to the concept of Consumer Law or, in other words, to the question of 
how many acts covering how many areas should be included in the database. Indeed, ‘it is not possible 
neither even of use to work on a precise delimitation of Consumer Law (...) Legal disciplines such as 
Consumer Law do not have clear-cut borders drawn in straight lines,’ as Calais-Auloy and Temple have put 
it. [85] In particular, the boundaries of Consumer Law may go beyond the private scene and enter into other 
branches of law, including public or administrative spheres. [86] There are already some compilations of 
Catalan and Spanish Consumer Law.[87] [88] Although they are not up-to-date, they have been of use as to 
determining the scope of the database.

According to Calais-Aloy and Temple, a core concept of Consumer Law encompasses two cumulative 
requirements: legal rules that are defined by the relationship between traders and consumers, and rules that 
are enshrined by their consumer-protecting element, that is, rules that are devoted to counterbalance the 
disproportion between those actors. [89] Additionally, Consumer Law may also be extended to some rules 
that are mainly, even if not exclusively, applicable to consumers. [90] According to this view, Geoconsum’s 
legislation compendium has been implemented with normative instruments that follow the cumulative 
requirement, and it also includes some normative acts that are mainly applicable to the Business to 
Consumer (B2C) relationship. [91] Furthermore, Geoconsum also includes other normative instruments that 
are particularly relevant such as air transport regulations or personal data protection. [92]

The database also covers a selection of EU normative acts in the field of Consumer Law. [93] Consumer Law 
in Europe is a fragmentised area, even though the EC Directive on consumer rights has tried to clarify this 
scenario. [94] Well-established principles of EC Law such as the principle of primacy of EC Law or the duty 
for national courts of interpretation of national Law in conformity with EC Law indicate that national consumer 
laws must always have a look at European Law.[95] Another challenge was related to the Spanish 
distribution of competences between the State and the Autonomous Communities in the consumer field. In 
Catalonia, the Catalan legislative and executive bodies have exclusive powers in matters of consumer 
affairs. [96] The central State has also exclusive powers in some matters related to consumer affairs. [97] As 
a consequence, the consumer domain in Spain represents a crossroad of centralized and decentralized 
levels of legislation. Furthermore, consumer Law is made up of mandatory rules that impose rights and 
obligations to consumers and traders. In addition, this field is also affected by different instruments of self-
regulation and co-regulation such as codes of conduct, guidelines, good practices and other soft law 
instruments. [98] Some of these instruments are included in the database.[99]

Finally, another concern related to determine only existing legal instruments. In fact, since Consumer Law 
has had an extraordinary and chaotic development, getting to know those acts is not an easy task: further to 
the different levels of legislative jurisdiction (European, State and Autonomous Communities), legislation in 
this field varies considerably and may suffer quite often several changes. [100] Thus, as concerns the 
activities undertaken in the legislation subdomain, a revising phase was undertaken in order to introduce 
current normative instruments and discard repealed instruments.

4.2.2 Challenges in the consumer mediation entities set

One of the main challenges of creating a consumer mediation bodies’ database in Catalonia was the 
heteronomy and territorial dispersion of those bodies. In addition, trying to put all the information together, 
classifying it and having contact details of all these bodies and institutions was a demanding task. The 
different types of entities are classified and stored in the database, which contains contact information such 
as addresses, emails, telephones and web pages. Moreover, the longitude and latitude of those entities 
(GPS position) is also stored.
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4.3 Database Content

4.3.1 Content in the legislation set

The overall amount of legislation displayed in the database includes a total of one hundred and twenty-one 
legislative acts, twenty-eight acts of European nature, forty-five acts from the legislative and executive 
powers in Catalonia and forty-eight national instruments. The database includes one hundred and ten 
binding normative instruments and eleven non-binding instruments. As for the first category, at European 
level twenty EC Directives and six EC Regulations are included. Moreover, there are forty-five Acts, fifteen 
Royal Decrees, nineteen Decrees and two Legislative Decrees. There are also three Ministerial Orders. As 
for the non-binding instruments, the database finally reports eight Codes of Conduct and three 
Recommendations. This information is shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1: Number and type of normative instruments included in Geoconsum.

4.3.2 Content in the consumer mediation entities set

As regards the subdomain on consumer entities, the database contains details about a hundred and fifty 
consumer mediation bodies. This number includes the Catalan Consumer Agency (ACC) and one hundred 
and three local (OMICs) and supra-local (OCICs) bodies of consumer mediation. It also includes fourteen 
arbitration boards which encompass several delegations of the Catalan Consumer Arbitration Boards and the 
local Arbitration Boards. Finally, the database provides information and contact details of thirty-two consumer 
associations in Catalonia. In total, the database provides contact details of consumer protection bodies in 
ninety-six cities, towns and villages.
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Figure 2 reports the total number of entities included in the database and its classification

5. The Mobile App functionalities
Geoconsum is devised to Android OS devices, although it will be later implemented in other operative 
systems, such as Windows Phone and IOS (Apple). It has been designed with a user-friendly interface, a 
basic and appropriate technology. For instance, the application uses android user interface elements such as 
spinners or bottoms. Moreover, the lay out adapts to the different size of tablets or smartphones .

The application incorporates sensors that smartphones usually use. [101] For one thing, it has a GPS 
(Global Positioning System) sensor that provides location awareness functionalities. Accordingly, end-users 
may be routed to the nearest consumer protection offices. Furthermore, Geoconsum runs as a standalone 
application. This means that some components of the client interface, such as screens and forms, are not 
sent from the server platform to the interface in every interaction. Moreover, some user data can be stored 
into the smartphone memory. These features are valuable in mobile devices to save battery and bandwidth 
usage. [102] End-users may install this application free of cost into their smartphones or tablet computers 
from the research centre’s web page as well as from the Google Play Store. [103] [104] The software code is 
open source, so that any consumer entity can take advantage of it and use it to build other tools customized 
to its needs. [105] The interface is a search form that can initiate a search and generate results both of i) 
consumer mediation entities, and, of ii) consumer legislation.

As for the entities subdomain, the application shows results either by a geolocation tool or an advanced 
search engine, based on preset parameters. In the first case, the application displays a list of the nearest 
consumer entities through a GPS. The proximity parameter shows a 10 km’s distance, although users are 
able to modify this parameter. Once the end-user clicks on one of the offices, the application initiates a 
Google Maps API in order to display a route planner to that entity. In the second case, the search engine 
enables consumers to perform a search between parameterised data, based on the type of entity or the 
location. The application may also generate a general search of entities. Consequently, Geoconsum may 
initiate a general search of entities operating in Catalonia, or it may initiate a more precise search of entities 
located in a particular province, city or village.

When the end-user has chosen an entity, the application displays its different contact details. Thus, the end-
user may click on individual items such as the telephone number, electronic mail, website or localisation 
request on the map. Consequently, the application performs the corresponding action; that is initiating a 
phone call or opening an email form which can be sent to the entity’s electronic recipient. It can also access 
the entity’s website by opening a link in a web browser or show its localisation in Google Maps. Based on 
GPS parameters, the application calculates the distance to the nearest entities and offers a route planner to 
the chosen entity.
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Figure 3: Search of consumer mediation entities in Geoconsum.

The application also informs consumers about the fact that they should first claim to the provider of the 
goods or services, and only address the consumer mediation service once the claim with the enterprise has 
not been resolved satisfactorily. In addition, the application informs that consumers should address to the 
consumer public service of their domicile; and if there is no office in their domicile, they should address to the 
competent supra-local office. [106] As regards the legislation subdomain, there are different search and 
retrieval options. First, the application implements a search by key words where end-users can perform a 
search by using key words in text or by audio. The application employs automatic speech recognition by 
Google. Moreover, the app has an advanced search, where end-users can perform a search by 
parameterised data. This advanced search includes the search by the level of legislation (European, 
Spanish, Catalan), by the binding and non-binding nature, or by the type of normative instrument (such as 
Acts, Decrees, Ministerial Order etc).

Figure 4: Geoconsum legislation search
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6. Conclusions and further work
It is well known that when consumers have a problem with a product or a service they do not make use of 
courts, since court proceedings are expensive and complex. In this scenario, ADR and ODR mechanisms 
such as mediation remain as sources of consumer redress. However, European surveys show that 
consumers are not particularly aware of these methods of redress. Moreover, empirical research has showed 
that consumer mediation bodies do not make full use of existing IT devices which could enhance consumer 
protection. In order to solve the lack of consumer awareness on ADR means, the European legislature has 
put some efforts in both setting out some rules on ADR/ODR as well as providing consumer empowerment 
rules through improving consumer information. Beyond a legislative approach, this article has focused on the 
role that technology in general, and mobile technology, in particular, may have in providing better public 
services and giving better access to justice to consumers by improving access to information. The enormous 
growth of mobile penetration worldwide and some of the mobile device’s characteristics such as its 
portability, durability and relatively low-cost suggest that mobiles are particularly suitable to providing 
information to consumers. In particular, this article has presented an open source mobile device that has 
been fully implemented at the UAB-Institute of Law and Technology; that is from the design of the databases’ 
content to the final implementation of the mobile app by mobile software engineers. Geoconsum has 
benefited from some research projects in the field of Law and Technology which aim at providing relational 
justice means for consumers, in specific through mediation. Geoconsum aims at empowering consumers 
that may seek redress mechanisms and may need to initiate a mediation process. Moreover, in the near 
future it may become a mobile gateway of an online mediation platform. [107]

Geoconsum offers information and full contact details regarding consumer mediation bodies. In short, it 
presents a wide and heterogeneous contact list of consumer mediation entities from both the public and 
private sphere. In total, the database provides details of hundred and fifty consumer mediation entities 
covering ninety-six Catalan villages, towns and cities. Second, it also offers a search and full text retrieval 
option for consumer Law in Catalonia, encompassing legislation from the European Union, Spanish 
normative instruments, and normative instruments from the Catalan legislative and executive powers. In 
order to determine the scope of the legislation compendium, a conceptual exercise has been followed as 
regards what Consumer Law is, and what normative acts it should encompass. In total, Geoconsum offers a 
hundred and ten binding instruments and eleven non-binding instruments in the scope of Consumer Law.

Geoconsum has been implemented as a user-friendly, appropriate tool, a familiar application to 
consumers. [108] Its advanced search engine includes keyword-based text search and automatic speech 
recognition as well as geolocation technology. The software code is open source, so consumer entities may 
freely use it or customise it to their needs. It is hoped that Geoconsum may encourage other consumer 
bodies into developing mobile technologies for providing better public services to citizens.

Without doubt, this application can be improved. This is the first version of the application and further 
updates may be required. Among other things, it would be valuable to put efforts to implement a semantic 
capability in the search and retrieval engine. Indeed, this functionality would solve current general problems 
in key word-based search information engines such as the lack of synonym detection or of typographic 
errors. Additionally, helping consumers understand and make use of the returned legal documents remains 
another interesting line of research. [109] For instance, the legal information set could be further classified 
according to different topics, and it could be added a FAQ repository written in plain language. Moreover, 
thanks to the integration with the future online mediation platform, Geoconsum could also manage electronic 
complaints or assess a mediation process. In addition, other valuable functions could be added such as 
physically locating and storing the conflict in the smartphone, or taking a picture of a product and storing it in 
the platform’s conflict management tool. Nevertheless, as of today it is hoped that, beyond complex software 
engines, a basic and easy-to-use mobile application that consumers may install in their smartphones may 
contribute, modestly enough, to empowering consumers by providing a better access to justice. [110]
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