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Introduction: Why the Better Business Bureau Still
Matters

When a purchase goes wrong or a service fails to meet expectations, many consumers
feel powerless. You might wonder where to turn when a company refuses a refund or
ignores your emails. One of the most familiar and trusted avenues in the United States
remains the Better Business Bureau (BBB). Although the BBB is not a government
agency, it has helped mediate disputes between consumers and businesses for over a
century. Filing a complaint with the BBB can not only help you reach a resolution but
also alert other consumers to potential issues. Understanding exactly how to file a
Better Business Bureau complaint can turn a frustrating experience into a
constructive outcome. This article walks you through every step of the process, from
gathering evidence to understanding what happens after you submit your report.
Whether you are dealing with a faulty product, misleading advertising, or a billing
dispute, this guide will give you the tools you need to navigate the BBB complaint
process effectively.

What Is the Better Business Bureau and How Does It
Work?

The Better Business Bureau is a nonprofit organization that focuses on advancing
marketplace trust. It does not have legal authority to force businesses to comply, but its
accreditation and rating system provide a powerful incentive for companies to resolve
complaints. When you file a complaint, the BBB contacts the business and gives them an
opportunity to respond. If the business fails to address the issue, the BBB may note the
unresolved complaint on the company’s profile, potentially harming its reputation. This
process can be surprisingly effective, especially for companies that value their BBB
rating. Knowing how to file a Better Business Bureau complaint correctly increases
your chances of a positive resolution.

Is the BBB a Government Agency?

No. This is a crucial distinction. The BBB is a private organization funded largely by fees
from accredited businesses. It is not connected to the Federal Trade Commission (FTC)
or any state consumer protection agency. However, its reach and credibility make it an
excellent first step for many consumer disputes. Because businesses often fear the loss
of their BBB accreditation or a lower rating, they are motivated to respond promptly.

Before You File: What You Need to Prepare

A successful complaint starts with solid preparation. Rushing to submit without the
necessary information can delay the process or weaken your case. Here is a checklist of
what you should have ready before you begin.

1. Document the Entire Transaction

Gather all receipts, contracts, invoices, and any written correspondence with the
business. If you made a purchase online, print or screenshot the order confirmation and
any emails. If you spoke on the phone, jot down the date, time, and the name of the
person you spoke with, as well as a summary of what was said. The more detailed your
record, the stronger your case.

2. Identify the Exact Issue

Be clear about what went wrong. Are you seeking a refund for a defective product? Did
a contractor do substandard work? Was there a billing error? Vague complaints are less
likely to be resolved. Write a brief statement explaining the problem, what you have
already done to resolve it, and what outcome you expect.

3. Determine the Correct Business Information

The BBB complaint system requires the full legal name of the company, its address, and,
if possible, a phone number and email. You may need to search the BBB website to see
how the company is listed. This step ensures your complaint reaches the right party. For
national chains, you may need to file against the local franchise or the corporate
headquarters.

4. Understand Your Desired Resolution

Think about what you want the company to do. Do you want a refund, a replacement, an
apology, or something else? Be realistic. The BBB can facilitate communication, but it
cannot force a business to pay more than the value of the item or service. Having a clear
goal helps the BBB mediator guide the discussion.
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Now that you have your documentation ready, follow these steps to submit your
complaint through the BBB’s official website.

Step 1: Visit the BBB Website

Go to bbb.org. Look for the "Submit a Complaint" button usually located in the upper
right corner or in the main menu. The BBB website is user-friendly and designed to
guide you through each stage. You do not need to create an account to see the
complaint form, but you will need to register with your email to track progress.

Step 2: Search for the Business

Use the search bar to find the company you are complaining about. The BBB database
includes both accredited and non-accredited businesses. Check the search results
carefully—there may be multiple listings for the same company, especially if it has
multiple locations. Select the one that matches your transaction. If the company is not
listed, you can still file a complaint, but you will need to provide the business details
manually.

Step 3: Create an Account or Sign In

To submit a complaint, you need to create a free consumer account with the BBB.
Provide your name, email address, and a password. The BBB will use this account to
communicate with you and allow you to check the status of your complaint. You will also
be able to respond to any messages from the business through this portal.

Step 4: Complete the Online Complaint Form

The form will ask for the following information:

¢ Your contact details: Name, address, phone number, and email.

e Business details: The company name and address you found in step 2.

e Nature of the complaint: Categories such as problems with product/service,
billing issues, advertising, etc.

¢ Detailed description: A clear, factual account of what happened. Stick to the
facts and avoid emotional language. Include dates, amounts, and any previous
attempts to resolve the issue.

e Desired resolution: Clearly state what you want the business to do. For example,
"I request a full refund of $150 for the defective item returned on March 1."

e Attachments: You can upload copies of receipts, emails, contracts, and photos.
The BBB recommends PDF or JPEG files. Do not upload original documents—only
copies.

Step 5: Review and Submit

Before hitting the submit button, read through the entire form carefully. Ensure there
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can cause delays. Once you submit, you will receive a confirmation email with a
complaint ID number. Save this number for your records.

What Happens After You File?

Understanding the process after submission can help you manage your expectations.
The BBB does not act as a judge, but as a mediator.

Complaint Acknowledgment and Assignment

Within two to five business days, the BBB will send you a notification that your
complaint has been received. It will be assigned to a complaint specialist who will
review it for completeness. If information is missing, the specialist may contact you for
clarification.

Business Contacted

The BBB forwards your complaint to the business. The company is given a certain
number of days (usually 10 to 14) to respond. Accredited businesses are required to
respond under their agreement with the BBB. Non-accredited businesses may still
respond to protect their reputation.

Possible Outcomes

Several scenarios can unfold:

1. The business resolves the issue: They may offer a refund, replacement, or other
remedy. The BBB will communicate the offer to you, and you can accept or reject
it. If you accept, the complaint is closed as resolved.

2. The business disputes your claim: They may provide their own evidence. The
BBB will ask you to review it and respond. This back-and-forth can continue for a
few weeks.

3. The business does not respond: If the company fails to respond within the
timeframe, the BBB will note the complaint as "unanswered." This can negatively
affect the business’s rating and public profile.

4. The matter is escalated: For more complex disputes, the BBB may offer
Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) services, including mediation or arbitration.
These are voluntary and binding only if both parties agree.

Monitoring Your Complaint Status

You can log into your BBB account at any time to see the status. The system will also
send you email updates when the business responds. If you receive an offer you do not
agree with, you can reject it and provide a counteroffer. The BBB will relay that
information to the business.
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Tips for a More Effective Complaint

Common Mistakes to Avoid

Filing a complaint is straightforward, but following these best practices can significantly
improve your chances of success.

Be Specific and Concise

Describe the problem in a way that anyone could understand. Instead of "The company
was terrible," write "The product arrived with a crack in the screen and did not function
when turned on. I contacted customer service on three separate occasions but received
no response."

Include All Relevant Evidence

Attach clear copies of receipts, contracts, emails, photos, or screenshots. The more
evidence you provide, the harder it is for the business to dismiss your claim. However,
do not upload every single email—choose the most critical pieces.

Stay Professional and Polite

A complaint filled with angry language is less likely to be taken seriously. Keep your
tone factual and courteous. The BBB mediator is more likely to advocate for you if you
come across as reasonable.

Respond Promptly to Requests

The BBB may ask you for additional information or ask you to respond to the business’s
reply. Delays on your end can slow down the process. Try to reply within two business
days.

Know When to Escalate

If the BBB process fails to bring a resolution, you still have other options. You can file a
complaint with the Federal Trade Commission (FTC), your state’s Attorney General,
the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB) for financial disputes, or consider
small claims court. The BBB complaint is an excellent first step but not always the final
one.

Even well-intentioned consumers sometimes make errors that undermine their
complaint. Here are the most frequent pitfalls:

e Filing a complaint too soon: The BBB expects you to first try to resolve the issue
directly with the business. If you haven't made any attempt, the BBB may ask you
to do so first.

e Using the wrong business name: A typo in the company name can lead to the
complaint being sent to the wrong entity.

¢ Not including a desired resolution: If you don't state what you want, the
business may ignore the complaint or offer an unsatisfactory compromise.

e Submitting duplicate complaints: Filing multiple complaints about the same
issue can confuse the system and delay resolution.

e Assuming the BBB will enforce a decision: The BBB cannot fine a business or
force them to pay. Its power lies in publicity and reputation management.

What to Do If the Business Ignores Your Complaint

It is frustrating when a company does not respond to the BBB. In that case, the BBB will
mark the complaint as "unanswered." This information becomes public on the business’s
BBB profile, alongside any other unresolved complaints. If you still want a remedy,
consider reaching out to other consumer protection agencies.

For example, if the issue involves a telemarketing scam, file a report with the FTC. For a
local contractor, contact your state’s consumer protection office. For financial products,
the CFPB may be more effective. Remember, the BBB is one tool in your consumer
toolkit, not the only one.

Frequently Asked Questions About the BBB
Complaint Process

Does filing a BBB complaint cost anything?

No. The BBB’s complaint service is free for consumers.
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