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Sources of Consumer Help

How are complaints 
filed?

What kinds of 
problems do they 

handle?
What can or will they do?

PR
IV

A
TE

Better Business Bureaus 

Search: www.bbb.org

Complaint can be 
filed by telephone, 
mail or the Internet. 
No fee for assistance.

Almost any kind of 
problem. AUTOCAP 
available for auto-
mobiles. 

Will try to get voluntary agreement 
between the consumer and a business. 
Also keeps records of complaints and 
whether they are resolved. This informa-
tion is available to the public.

Media Programs 

Example: www.callforaction.org, Call 
for Action, Inc 

Complaints can usu-
ally be filed by tele-
phone or mail. No fee 
for assistance.

Almost any kind of 
problem.

Will try to get voluntary agreement 
between the consumer and the business. 
May do a news story on the case and what 
happened. 

Trade and Professional Associ-
ations

Directory: www.consumeraction.gov

Varies by organiza-
tion. Typically no 
fee.

Varies by organiza-
tion.

Some groups have voluntary standards for 
business members. Usually try to get a 
voluntary agreement between the con-
sumer and the business.  A few groups 
have a process that is binding on the con-
sumer, business or both.

Consumer Organizations

Directory: www.consumeraction.gov

Varies by organiza-
tions. Typically no 
fee.

Varies by organiza-
tion.

Some give advice or try to get a voluntary 
agreement between the consumer and 
the business. Others are unable to help 
individuals but are interested in hearing 
about problems that may influence their 
education and advocacy efforts.

G
O

VE
RN

M
EN

T

Federal Agencies

Directory: www.consumeraction.gov
Search: firstgov.gov

Varies by agency. No 
fees.

Varies by agency. Rarely act on behalf of individual con-
sumers.  When many complaints are re-
ceived, the agency may take legal action 
forcing a seller to stop certain practices, 
reimburse consumers, pay penalties or 
even go to jail. 

State and Local Organizations

Directory: www.consumeraction.gov

Varies by agency. No 
fees.

Varies by agency. Some act on behalf of individual con-
sumers trying to force a voluntary solu-
tion. Others may take legal action forcing 
a seller to stop certain practices, reim-
burse consumers, pay penalties or even 
go to jail.

Small Claims Court Completion of court 
petition and small 
fee—usually less than 
$100. Losers may be 
required to reimburse 
winner for court fees.

Small problems—
typically less than 
$5,000.  Suits are 
limited to money 
only. Requests for 
repair or replace-
ment are not accep-
ted.  

A judge decides what, if anything, a con-
sumer is owed. The court does not collect 
the judgment. A winning consumer may 
have to take additional legal steps if the 
losing seller refuses to pay. 

Higher Courts Requires an attorney. 
Losers may be re-
quired to pay legal 
costs.

Problems with larger 
dollar amounts.  

A judge or jury decides what the con-
sumer is owed, if anything.  The court 
does not collect this amount. A winning 
consumer may have to take additional 
legal steps if the losing seller refuses to 
pay.
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