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The Better Business Bureau:
|t's not what you t hi nk!

Living a dream | recently filed a "Fictitious Business Nanme" wth

Ri verside County in California. This is public information, nuch |ike
getting a nortgage and transfer of property title. In one sense, this
sinply neans that you get a lot of telemarketing calls. This is al
fine and dandy — in fact, the fact that there is a wealth of public
information out there is sonewhat conforting.

Enter The Better Business Bureau. Until |ast week, | thought that the
BBB was a government-run organi zation, funded by ny tax dollars. |

t hought that it was a neutral observer of business standards and
practices, a place where one could get information on a legitimte
busi ness or where one could | odge a formal conpl ai nt agai nst a shady
one. Just about none of this is true.

The BBB is not run by the governnment, but they do a | ot of business
with the FTC —at least that's what | hear. They are a non-profit,
charity organi zation known as a 501(c)(3). This neans that whatever
noney you donate to their cause is tax-deductible. The noney that you
donate i s supposed to go In%ﬁu%bﬁﬁe and chari tabl e causes. The
organi zation is supposed to repg{i_t ﬁﬂr Incone, report their board of
directors, report about their poggras, and so on. This information
appears on | RS form 990.

990s are public information. So, with my wife's help, | got hold of
the 990 for our local BBB. Turns out, they report no income, no board
of directors, no contractors who earn over $50,000 per year, and they
have no prograns. All they appear to have is -$849 in assets. This is,
to say the |east, shady.

You m ght ask, "Wiy is he so interested in the BBB?"

http://www.thebluesmokeband.com/bbb.php
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They cold called ne. Mnd you, this was back when (Il ast week) |
t hought that they were a legitimate organi zation. It went sonething
i ke this:

The "Guy" called and said that he was fromthe Better Business Bureau.
My ears perked up: | thought either | have already done sonething
wong (!), or that they are a really conscientious organi zation
interested in how | conduct ny affairs. He said that he wanted to set
up an appointnent to visit ny business. Wien | bal ked, he said that he
could just ask nme sone questions over the phone. So | assent ed.

He asked questions that were already answered on the county DBA
filing, so | answered diligently, thinking that he was probably
checking up on ne to verify if | had been honest on the DBA
application. He finished his sinple questions (e.g., do you have
enpl oyees? How | ong have you been in business? Wiat is the nature of
t he business?), and told ne:

It costs $465 a year and that will carry you through June 2006. W
take credit cards or check by phone.

I was floored. The "Quy" cold-called ne and thought that |'d start

doling out credit card nunmbers? Insane. | asked him "Excuse nme, you
can't bill?" He answered, "W do credit cards or check by phone." Wary
of phishing schenes, | told himthat | had no way to know that he was

who he claimed to be and that he would have to give nme his information
and I would call back if | was interested.

He gave ne the information, and there started the investigation.

There are a | ot of problens, right fromthe start —even before you
start reading the conplaints agai nst the BBB

Most inportantly, there is the obvious conflict-of-interest problem
They take "subscription" or "menbership" donations from businesses.
Thi s neans that businesses are the BBB' s source of inconme (even though
they don't report incone). But businesses are their object of
conplaint. So, if |I as a consuner conplain to the BBB, |I'm conpl ai ning
about one of their sources of incone. Qoviously, this is a problem
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The problens run deeper. An hour or so after they talked to ne, ny
busi ness appeared on their web site (if you're interested, find the
Southern California BBB site and | ook for "Bluewood Designs"; | resist
linking to them). The information on the site is the information that
| told them over the phone.

They never confirnmed that information. Furthernore, they assigned ne a
"BB" rating. This neans, paraphrased, that they have no reason to
bel i eve that anyone woul d have troubl e doing business with nme. This is
true, to sone extent —they have no reason to think nuch of anything
about me because, well, they know virtually nothing about ne.

What's curious is that many ot her |ocal businesses, who are nenbers of
the BBB, have "A" or higher ratings. Hmm | wonder what ny rating
would be if | paid for a "nmenbership".

More curious, and again | encourage anyone to | ook this stuff up, |
checked out the local Wal-Mart: they are a "nmenber"” of the BBB. They
have had one conpl ai nt against them but it apparently was resol ved.
So, they have an "AA" rating. | checked out the |ocal Lowe's. They
have 14 unresol ved conpl ai nts agai nst them and have an "F" rating.
They are not menbers of the BBB

What mekes this case curious, in ny estimation, is the nunber of

| odged conpl ai nts. These stores are no nore than a couple of mles
fromeach other and so have basically the sane custoner base. | find
it inpossible to believe that the BBB has only recei ved one conpl ai nt
agai nst Wl -Mart and 14 against Lowe's. This makes nme suspect that a)
the BBB is not recording conplaints against their nenbers; b) the BBB
is not recording responses from non-nenbers; c) the BBB m ght be
"creating" conplaints agai nst non-nenbers. O sone conbi nati on of

t hese or others.

That | ast point is one that |I've now read about (check out

badbusi nessbureau. com for nore). Sonehow t his doesn't seem
unreasonabl e —1 consi der how nmuch due diligence the BBB did to get ny
busi ness information. | imagine that they do simlar diligence on
conpl aints that they receive.
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Speaki ng of how conplaints go, a friend of mne, let's call him
"Scott", |odged a conplaint with the BBB agai nst a |ocal car

deal ership. The deal ership had tried to nake himreplace a $500 part
on his car when it was really just a fuse that had bl own. That
conplaint, on the BBB web site, is listed as resolved. This is
probably because "Scott" grew tired of the paperwork and didn't pursue
the conplaint further. The BBB let it end. The car dealership is a
menber of the BBB. They have a "B" rating and 14 conpl ai nts.

But Scott felt that he had | odged a conplaint with a reputable

organi zation and that sonething m ght be done about their business
practices. This is not the case, for the BBB has no authority over
busi nesses and no significant |egal influence with state or county
authorities. Yet arguably, they nmarket thensel ves as having that kind
of authority.

Thi s succeeds to dupe consuners into thinking that their conplaints
will actually be heard by someone who can or will do sonething about
it. In the case of ny friend, this stopped himfromtaking the
conplaint to an authority, such as the state Attorney General.

There are numerous ot her resources and anecdotes about the BBB out
there on the web. This article ainms only to raise a healthy suspicion
about the organi zation and to encourage business owners and consuners
to proceed with caution when doing business with the Better Business
Bur eau.

One final irony: if you have a conplaint against the Better Business
Bureau, you can't file it with the Better Business Bureau. And just as
Groucho Marx once qui pped that he would never join a club that would
have himas a nenber, the Better Business Bureau is not a nenber of
its own organization.

Maybe it's all a big joke?
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