ABDO response to GOC registrant fee consultation 2026
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ABDO welcomes the opportunity to respond to the General Optical Council's
discussion paper on its future approach to setting registrant fees.

The Association of British Dispensing Opticians (ABDO) is the professional body for
dispensing and contact lens opticians. Our purpose is to support and represent our
members, to promote awareness of their roles, and enable their professional
development to advance the profession as a whole. ABDO represents over 7,500
members who work in a variety of roles and practice settings, with over 30% employed
in senior roles as practice managers, or part of a senior management team.

We support the GOC's decision to engage registrants and stakeholders at an early stage
in considering potential changes to its fee-setting approach. Given the importance of
registration fees to individual professionals and businesses, any future changes should
be informed by robust evidence, meaningful stakeholder engagement and a clear
understanding of the likely impacts across the optical sector.

In developing this response, ABDO sought feedback from its Board and membership
through a combination of surveys and direct engagement. Members welcomed the
opportunity to contribute to this discussion and expressed strong views regarding
fairness, proportionality and the need for registration fees to accurately reflect the cost
of regulation across different registrant groups

Q1. Please comment on the ten principles

ABDO broadly supports the proposed principles and agrees that they provide a sensible
and transparent framework for fee-setting. In our member engagement activity, just
over half of respondents felt the principles were appropriate and relevant.

We particularly support the emphasis on transparency, proportionality, fairness and
evidence-based decision-making. These principles should ABDO CPD
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given the guaranteed level of registration income. The GOC should therefore consider
whether reserves could be managed in a way that helps reduce financial pressures on
registrants while maintaining organisational resilience.

We would also encourage continued focus on operational efficiency and value for
money. Registrants will expect the GOC to demonstrate that all reasonable
opportunities to control costs have been explored in order to minimise registration fees.

Q2. Which statement below best reflects your general view on differential
fees? (Please note we will invite you to comment on each of the five options in the
next question.)

Answer: B- GOC should consider introducing differential fees

ABDO supports consideration of differential fees where there is clear evidence to
support this, for example the different cost of regulation between registrant groups.

Any differential fee model should be:

e Evidence-based.

e Transparentand easy to understand.

e Proportionate.

e Straightforward to administer.

e Regularly reviewed to ensure it remains appropriate.

The principle that fees should broadly reflect the cost of regulation is widely supported
by our members. Eighty-eight per cent of respondents indicated support for some form
of differential fee structure, particularly where objective evidence demonstrates
significant differences between groups.

Q3. Please indicate your support for the five options listed below on a 1-10 scale (1
= lowest support, 10 = highest support).

Option 1 - lower fees for dispensing opticians
Score: 10

This option received overwhelming support from ABDO members, achieving an average
score of 9.4 out of 10.

ABDO believes there is a compelling case for lower registration fees for dispensing
opticians based on the principle that fees should more proportionately reflect
regulatory costs.
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The GOC has indicated that approximately 39% of registrant fee income is spent on
fitness to practise activity. Dispensing opticians represent approximately 21% of
registrants but account for only around 12% of fitness to practise investigations. This
suggests that dispensing opticians cause the GOC to incur significantly lower
regulatory costs in this area relative to other registrant groups.

Based on information in the GOC consultation document, we estimate that this
difference could equate to approximately £413,000 annually, representing around £63
per qualified dispensing optician. While further analysis of investigation complexity and
associated costs would be helpful, we believe this evidence supports consideration of
a lower fee for dispensing opticians.

Members also highlighted wider affordability considerations. Dispensing opticians
generally receive lower salaries than optometrists and have access to lower levels of
professional funding and support. In particular, dispensing opticians, unlike
optometrists, are not eligible for a CPD grant — currently almost £600 per annum —
despite having to meet the same CPD requirements. While these factors do not affect
the direct costs of regulation, they nevertheless influence registrants' ability to pay and
may therefore be relevant considerations when assessing overall fairness.

While a small number of respondents expressed concerns regarding potential
unintended consequences, including perceptions about the relative value of different
professions, the overwhelming view was that proportionality and fairness should
remain the primary considerations.

Option 2 - higher fees for registrants with specialist qualifications
Score: 1
ABDO strongly opposes this option.

Introducing higher fees for registrants who hold specialist qualifications could create a
financial disincentive to professional development and enhanced clinical practice. This
would be inconsistent with broader policy objectives that encourage optical
professionals to develop advanced skills and deliver an expanding range of patient
services.

Additional qualifications require significant personal investment of time, effort and
expense. Registrants who choose to enhance their skills contribute positively to patient
care, workforce capability and service capacity. Accordingly, ABDO does not believe
they should face additional costs as a consequence.
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Furthermore, this approach could generate ongoing challenges in determining which
qualifications should attract higher fees and by how much.

For these reasons, ABDO does not support this option.

Option 3 - Lower fees for newly qualified registrants
Score: 7

ABDO supports further consideration of reduced registration fees for newly qualified
registrants.

People who are considering training and qualifying as a registered dispensing optician
are likely to be working in an optical practice and will often be at an earlier stage of their
careers and receiving relatively low earnings. The financial pressures associated with
gualification, registration and establishing themselves in practice could well be off-
putting. A temporary reduction in fees may therefore help to incentivise employees to
commence training by improving affordability during this transition period.

In addition, this option could support recruitment into the profession and encourage
retention during the early years of practice, when individuals may be particularly
sensitive to professional costs. Supporting newly qualified registrants at the beginning
of their careers could contribute positively to workforce sustainability.

ABDO recognises that the GOC already operates differential fee arrangements for
students and considers that a time-limited reduced fee for newly qualified
professionals would be relatively straightforward to understand and administer when
compared with some of the other options under consideration.

However, any such scheme should be carefully designhed to ensure that eligibility
criteria are clear, equitable and proportionate, and that any cost implications for other
registrant groups are fully understood.

Option 4 - a more generous low-income scheme
Score: 5

ABDO agrees that ability to pay is a legitimate consideration in fee-setting and therefore
supports further exploration of a more generous low-income scheme in principle.

A well-designed scheme could help ensure that registration fees do not represent an
increased burden for those on lower incomes and may improve fairness for some
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registrants whose personal circumstances affect their ability to meet professional
costs.

However, there are important practical considerations that would need to be
addressed. The GOC would need to establish clear and robust mechanisms for
assessing eligibility, managing changing financial circumstances and protecting
registrants' confidentiality. There is also a risk that increased administrative
requirements could add to regulatory costs and, ultimately, increase the overall fee
burden.

ABDO would therefore welcome further detail regarding how such a scheme would
operate in practice, its likely cost, and the impact it could have on other registrants
before reaching a more definitive view.

Option 5 - lower fees for registrants on maternity, paternity, parental or adoption
leave

Score: 8

ABDO is supportive of exploring reduced registration fees for registrants taking
maternity, paternity, parental or adoption leave.

Periods of family-related leave can result in a temporary reduction in income while
registrants are often required to maintain professional registration to facilitate a
smooth return to practice. A reduced fee during these periods would recognise these
circumstances and may help alleviate some of the associated financial pressures.

This approach is likely to be viewed as fair and proportionate and aligns with
arrangements commonly found in other professional and membership organisations. It
also has the potential to support workforce retention by encouraging registrants to
remain connected to the profession throughout their period of leave.

Supporting registrants to maintain registration and return to practice successfully can
contribute positively to workforce sustainability, helping to retain valuable skills and
experience within the optical sector while supporting continued patient access to care.
It would also help encourage registrants to maintain their CPD during these periods of
leave.

ABDO would encourage the GOC to ensure that any arrangements are straightforward
to access and administer, minimising bureaucracy for both registrants and the
regulator.
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Q4. Would you like the GOC to allow payment of the annual renewal fee by direct
debit instalments?

Answer: Yes
ABDO supports the introduction of direct debit instalments for annual registration fees.

Providing greater flexibility in how fees are paid may improve affordability and help
registrants manage professional costs more effectively. This model is already widely
used across professional organisations and membership bodies, including ABDO.

Members’ support for this proposal was extremely strong.

However, implementation arrangements should be carefully considered. The GOC
should ensure that any additional administrative costs associated with instalment
payments do not result in increased fees for registrants and could be balanced by a
reduction in costs currently associated with restoring people to the register where they
may have may have not renewed via a non-automated process. Clear processes would
also be required to manage missed payments, employment changes and registration
status throughout the payment period.

Q5. Which of the following options would you prefer?
Preferred option: Not clear
ABDO believes further analysis is required before a definitive position can be reached.

Feedback from members suggests little support for individuals paying higher fees than
businesses. Many respondents considered it reasonable to explore whether
businesses should contribute proportionately more where they derive commercial
benefit from regulation and registration.

However, the optical sector contains a diverse range of business models, including
independent practices, franchises, joint venture partnerships, and large corporate
organisations. Any proposed changes would require carefulimpact assessment to
avoid creating unintended consequences for smaller businesses.

We recognise as well that at present there is not a level playing field for businesses. Not
all businesses are obliged to register, meaning that some businesses do not pay any
registration fee.

Given the mixed views among members and the uneven nature of the current system of
business regulation, ABDO would welcome further evidence and modelling before any
decision is taken.
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Q6. Which of the following fee models would you prefer?
Answer: B - Businesses pay different fees linked to their size
ABDO supports exploring a size-based approach to business registration fees.

A flat fee structure does not necessarily reflect differences in financial performance or
scale of operation. A proportionate model linked to business size could improve
fairness and better recognise differences between smallindependent practices and
larger organisations.

However, any such approach would need to account for the complexity of ownership
structures within the sector, including franchises, partnerships, joint venture
partnerships and corporate groups. The GOC should ensure that any methodology
adopted is transparent, practical and capable of being applied consistently across all
business models.

We also note that not all businesses are currently required to register and that until this
is addressed through legislative change, any fee model for business will have built-in
unfairness.

Q7. What should a size-based measurement be based on?
Answer: D - Other

ABDO supports the principle that, where business registration fees are linked to size,
the methodology should be fair, proportionate, transparent and practical to administer.

Feedback from our members demonstrated support for a range of approaches.
Turnover was the most frequently preferred measure, although substantial support was
also expressed for the use of employee numbers and number of premises. This reflects
the complexity of identifying a single measure that accurately captures both a
business's scale and its ability to pay.

ABDO does not believe any of the proposed measures are sufficient in isolation. The
number of stores may not accurately reflect the scale, complexity, financial capacity or
regulatory impact of a business. Employee numbers can be difficult to define
consistently and may not account for different workforce models, including part-time,
locum and contracted staff. Turnover may provide a useful indicator of financial
capacity but could be challenging to verify consistently and may not necessarily
correlate with regulatory burden.
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We would therefore favour the development of a hybrid or banded approach that
balances fairness, simplicity and administrative practicality. Before any changes are
implemented, the GOC should undertake further analysis and stakeholder engagement
to ensure that the chosen methodology can be applied consistently across
independent practices, franchises, joint venture partnerships and larger corporate
organisations.

Q8. Would you like the GOC to allow businesses to pay the annual renewal fee by
direct debit instalments?

Answer: A-Yes

ABDO supports allowing businesses to pay annual registration fees by direct debit
instalments.

Providing greater flexibility in payment arrangements may help businesses manage
regulatory costs more effectively and reduce the impact of a single annual payment.
This may be particularly beneficial for organisations that fund multiple professional
registrations in addition to their business registration fee.

Member support for this proposal was strong, with more than three-quarters of
respondents indicating a preference for instalment payments.

ABDO considers that payment by instalments could improve affordability and cashflow
management without altering the overall level of fees or changing how regulatory costs
are distributed between registrant groups. However, any such scheme should be
designed to ensure that administration costs remain proportionate and are not passed
on to registrants through higher fees. Clear arrangements would also be required for the
management of missed payments and changes in business registration status.

On balance, ABDO believes that providing businesses with greater choice and flexibility
in how registration fees are paid would be a positive development, provided it can be
delivered efficiently and without increasing overall regulatory costs

Q9. Would you like us to consult on costed plans and fees?
Answer: C - Don't know/unsure

ABDO values transparency regarding how registration fees are used and welcomes the
increased engagement represented by this discussion paper.
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While there may be meritin consulting on costed plans and future fees, we do not
believe this would be necessary on an annual basis. A periodic review, perhaps aligned
to GOC'’s strategic planning cycle, may provide a more proportionate approach while
still allowing stakeholders to contribute to major strategic decisions.

We also recognise the practical challenges associated with formal consultation
processes. Regulatory priorities and costs can change significantly over time, and any
approach should avoid creating unnecessary administrative burdens or reducing the
GOC's ability to respond to changing circumstances.

There is also a risk that overly frequent consultations could lead to stakeholder fatigue
and reduced engagement.

Q10. Would you like us to consider introducing multi-year fee cycles?
Answer: B - No
ABDO does not currently support the introduction of multi-year fee cycles.

While greater certainty over future registration fees may assist registrants and
businesses with financial planning, there is a risk that future uncertainty would lead the
GOC to take a risk-averse approach and setting higher fees.

The regulatory environment, economic conditions and workload pressures can change
significantly over relatively short periods. As a result, multi-year fee setting may reduce
flexibility and increase the likelihood that fees either over-recover or under-recover
actual costs.

On balance, ABDO believes that periodic review and adjustment of fees remains the
more appropriate approach.

Q11. Will the proposed changes have effects, whether positive or negative, on:
(i) opportunities for persons to use the Welsh language, and

(ii) treating the Welsh language no less favourably than the English language?
Answer =C and D.

No impact expected. ABDO has notidentified any direct impacts on opportunities to
use the Welsh language or on treating the Welsh language less favourably than the
English language arising from the proposals set out in this discussion paper.
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Q12. Could the proposed changes be revised so that they would have positive
effects, or increased positive effects, on:

(i) opportunities for persons to use the Welsh language, and
(ii) treating the Welsh language no less favourably than the English language?
Answer = C and D.

No impact expected. ABDO has not identified any direct impacts on opportunities to
use the Welsh language or on treating the Welsh language less favourably than the
English language arising from the proposals set out in this discussion paper.

Q13. Could the proposed changes be revised so that they would not have negative
effects, or so that they would have decreased negative effects, on:

(a) opportunities for persons to use the Welsh language, and
(b) treating the Welsh language no less favourably than the English language?
Answer =C and D.

No impact expected. ABDO has not identified any direct impacts on opportunities to
use the Welsh language or on treating the Welsh language less favourably than the
English language arising from the proposals set out in this discussion paper.

Closing statement

ABDO supports a transparent, proportionate and evidence-based approach to setting
registrant fees. Any future changes should be guided by robust evidence, fairness
between registrant groups and a clear understanding of the underlying costs of
regulation.

Our engagement with members identified very strong support for differential fees,
particularly where there is objective evidence of differences in regulatory cost or ability
to pay. In particular, there was significant support for lower fees for dispensing and
contact lens opticians. There was also support for lower fees for newly qualified
registrants and those taking periods of parental leave.

Conversely, there was clear opposition to higher fees for registrants holding specialist
qualifications, reflecting concerns that such an approach could discourage
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professional development at a time when the sector is seeking to expand clinical
capability and enhance patient care.

We welcome the GOC's willingness to engage openly on these issues and look forward
to continuing constructive dialogue as its proposals develop.
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