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Foreword 

This booklet is an effort to respond to the many individ­
uals and groups in search of the know-how necessary for 
organizing consumer activities. Though it primarily serves 
the would-be community organizer in need of guidance and 
resources, school personnel seeking consumer education in­
formation will also find it helpful. 

The manuscript for this guide was prepared under the 
direction of Helen E. Nelson, professor of economics and 
director of the Center for Consumer Affairs, University of 
Wisconsin-Extension, Milwaukee. 

A nationally respected authority on consumer affairs, Mrs. 
Nelson first gained recognition as a consumer advocate when 
she was appointed Consumer Counsel for the State of Califor­
nia in 1959. She has since contributed to consumer oriented 
legislation and policymaking at the State and national levels. 
She is now a member of the Wisconsin Governor's Council 
for Consumer Affairs, the Governor's Health Planning Coun­
cil, and the Wisconsin Board of Agriculture. A member of 
the consumer advisory group of the Federal Energy Admin­
istration, she is also an ·officer of Consumers Union of U.S., 
Inc., and is a pUblic governor of the American Stock Ex­
change. She has also been a two-term president of the 
Consumer Federation of America. 

The following members of the Center staff worked with 
Ms. Nelson on the manuscript: Liz Allen and Kit McNally 
joined in authoring the material. James Brown served as 
legal advisor. Gretchen Nelson was the manuscript typist. 

Serving as an advisory committee for the Office of 
Consumers' Educadon were: William R. Fasse, School of 
Home Economics, University of Arizona, Tucson; William L. 
Johnston, director, Center for Consumer Services, Oklahoma 
State University, Stillwater; and Stewart M. Lee, editor, ACCI 
Newsletter (American Council on Consumer Interests), and 
chairman, Department of Economics and Business Adminis~ 
tration, Geneva College, Beaver Falls, Pa. 

For the Office of Education, Myrtle Bonn, Senior Pro~ 
gram Officer, Office of Consumers' Education, was the 
project officer. 

Dustin W. Wilson, Jr. 
Director 
Office of Consumers' Education 
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Preface 
Being a consumer is a lifetime endeavor. It means 

converting your income-received weekly, monthly, yearly­
into a way of life. It means making the decisions on all the 
goods and services that go into fashioning that way of life. 

In the United States it also means participating through 
our democratic process; for example, in the public policy 
decisions on interest and utility rates, on available educational 
and health facilities, and on what goods and services our 
taxes will provide or subsidize. 

Only recently in our 200-year history have we begun to 
recognize the formidable challenge of our consumer role. 
Now we are beginning to address it with the seriousness and 
commitment we have long given to preparing and positioning 
ourselves to earn the income we convert. This handbook is 
deSigned for those who would address their consumer role 
more seriously, individually and collectively. 

Individually, most young persons entering a lifetime of 
relatively steady employment today can expect to earn half a 
million dollars or more to convert into a way of life before 
they start to receive Social Security payments. (An average of 
$12,500 a year over 40 years is $500,000.) 

If, in the process of converting $500,000 into a way of 
life, even 5 percent is lost through shoddy merchandise, 
impetuous purchasing decisions, excessive interest rates, un­
economical transportation, or any of the many other economic 
manholes through which the consumer's coins can drop, that 
consumer loses the enjoyment of $25,000. 

Collectively, consumers are by far the greatest force that 
powers our economy. 

Consumer spending runs about two-thirds of the total 
gross national product. Year in, year out, with variations that 
worry the economists, the sales tax collectors and the manu­
facturers, consumers account for about twice as much of the 
gross national product as business and government combined. 

With consumer spending such a predominant factor in 
our economy, the efficiency of the consumption process, the 
satisfaction that it does or doesn't bring, the good things of 
life it enables families to enjoy, are an inescapable measure of 
how well our national economy 'serves the people. If one 
consumer's defeats, frustrations, and mistakes can mean 
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$25,000 lost, what might the total loss for all consumers be? 
It is in our own best interests, both as individuals and as 

a Nation, to strive to enhance our capacity to function 
effectively in our important role as consumers. 

In this last decade, consumers have been observing that, 
whatever issues they confront, whatever vendor they engage, 
the other party has an organization to represent him or 
support his position. In the bargaining relationship the 
consumer, as a single individual, is at a disadvantage too 
often, especially if that consumer is trying to make a change 
(or resist a change) in the consumer-vendor relationship. 

Consumers are learning by example and by necessity to 
organize in order to address vendors and government from a 
more nearly peer position. 
. If you are one of them, this handbook is designed to 

help you. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

B uilding Your 
Consumer 

Competence 

. A young married couple 
does considerable comparison 
shopping and decides on the 
purchase of a bedroom suite. 
Then, after they've made their 
selection, the retailer tells them 
he can't let them have the suite 
at the price he quoted. They 
complain to a local government 
consum'er agency, where an in­
vestigator persuades the retailer 
to deliver the furniture at the 
agreed-upon price. 

A homeowner purchases al­
most $2,000 worth of home im­
provement services, paying for 
most of the work and materials 
in advance. Later, he finds the 
contractor's work is totally un­
satisfactory. He takes his com­
plaint to a third party arbitrator, 
who releases the homeowner 
from the rest of his financial 
obligation and orders the con­
tractor to correct the defects. 

A consumer buys a new 
auto and ends up bringing it 
into the auto repair shop 1 J 
times in the first 5 months after 
purchasing it. The unhappy car 
owner goes to a community con­
sumer organization, which ar­
ranges for two delegations of 
consumers to visit the car 

dealer. The dealer trades the 
lemon Jor a new vehicle at 
dealer's cost. In return, the con­
sumer agrees to work on a com­
plaint committee with the con­
SlimeI' group, solving other 
consumer grievances. 

A woman in Mtssouri is an­
gry and frustrated by high util­
ity rates. She organizes other 
consumers with similar frustra­
tions and winds up successfully 
intervening in proceedings be­
fore the State public service 
commission. 
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These problems, and their 
solutions, are real, drawn from 
the reports of community 
groups, government agencies, 
and private organizations. The 
problems are just some of those 
that consumers face every day: 
broken promises from mer­
chants, poor service, defective 
products, and high prices for 
necessities. The routes the con­
sumers chose to solve their 
problems show the wide range 
of options for resolving com­
plaint'i. This handbook will ex­
plore some of those options. 
We'll look at resources available 
to you when you want to solve 
your own consumer problems, 
or prevent them in the first 
place. We'll direct you to those 
who can assist you when you 
are working to resolve con­
sumer problems of others. We'll 
give you suggestions from those 
who are leading successful con­
sumer organizations around the 
country on when and how to 
get involved in consumer action 
instead of mere 'Fe.action. Fi­
nally, we'll look at wht:re you 
can go when you want more 
training as a consumer leader, 
whether to increase your organ­
izing skills or to become an ef­
fective spokesper:50n before 
boards and regulatory agencies. 

A .handbook this size cannot 
possibly have all the answers for 
resolving consumer complaints, 
forming consum~r organiza­
tions, or representing con­
sumers effectively. Yet we hope 
the resources we've compiled 
here will help you to dig out 
more answers and to contact 
others who have already won­
or lost-similar battles. The key 
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is finding out how they won, 
what strategies they used, and 
if they lost, why. 

Where do you begin ~o find 
the answers for yourself? How 
do you address the responsibil­
ity of a lifetime as a consumer? 
How can you help others locate 
the information and resources 
that can build consumer com­
petence? To aid this explora­
tion, we present in this first 
chapter a quick survey of some 
of the terrain an individual 
committed to responsibility as a 
consumer will want to come to 
know. 

EDUCATING YOURSELF AS 
A CONSUMER AND FOR 

CONSUMERISM 

To spend your money to 
build a way of life requires in­
formed choice-making and an 
understanding of your options. 
There are basic aids available, 
some long-established and fa­
miliar, others recent and less 
known. Here are several sugges­
tions. 

Prod nct-rating Periodicals 
There are two reliable mag­

azines which can help you com­
parison shop. Neither accepts 
ads or allows its findings to be 
used commercially. One, Con­
sumer RetJorls, goes to 1.75 mil­
lion subscribers who rely on its 
impartial analyses of everything 
from large and small appliances 
to frozen foods and automo­
biles. Subscribers receive the 
monthly magazine and annual 
Buying Guide, which replaces the 
December issue. Ratings are 
given in order of estimated 
overall quality, without regard 



to price, and note any advan­
tages or disadvantages of each 
brand tested. When test brands 
are "significantly superior" to 
others tested, they receive a 
"check-rating." Sometimes cer­
tain brands are also selected as 
"Best Buys," which means that 
the tested samples received a 
high rating, were priced rela­
tively low, and yielded more 
quality per dollar than the prod­
ucts given an "acceptable" rat­
ing. 

In addition to test results, 
Consumer Reports carries the re­
sults of research on public, pol­
icy issues involving, for exam­
ple, health and auto insurance 
and gives advice on purchasing 
services, such as a nursing home 
or a summer camp. 

Consumer Reports is pub­
lished by the nonprofit Con­
sumers Union, established in 
1936. The subscription rate is 
$ I I a year, which includes the 
Buying Guide. To subscribe con­
tact: Subscription Director, Con­
sumer Reports, P.O. Box 1000, 
Orangeburg, NY 10962. Every 
subscriber receives a ballot for 
the annual election to the board 
of directors of Consumers 
Union. In addition to publish­
ing Consumer Reports, Con­
sumers Union also does con­
sumer advocacy in the courts 
and befo're Congress and regu­
latory agencies. 

The other magazine, Con­
sumers' Research, established in 
1927, is also published monthly. 
It rates products as "an inde­
pendent, non-profit scientific, 
technical and educational non­
governmental public service or­
ganization." Its Handbook of Buy-

ing issue is published every 
October. Product ratings follow 
this scale: A. recommended; B. 
intermediate; C. not recom­
mended. Occasionally, products 
are rated AA. The Consumers' 
lJ.esearch staff believes "you can't 
really test and pick out a best 
buy," as one spokesperson said. 
Instead, by evaluating product 
defects and safety factors and 
reporting on them, Consume1's' 
Research attempts to "let the con­
sumer himself make up his own 
mind." Prices are given but do 
not affect the product's rating. 
Consumers' Research is supported 
by its subscriptions but is, not a 
membership organization. Sub­
scription rates are $9 a year, 
which include the Handbook qj' 
Buying. To subscribe contact: 
Consumers' Research Inc., Bow­
erstown Rd., Washington, NJ 
07882. 

Libraries 
From a study of monthly 

and annual reports, newsletters, 
and various reading lists reach­
ing its office, the American Li­
brary Association can vouch that 
libraries are trying to service 
the needs of consumers. "1 
know it's happening. But it isn't 
being done in a formal way," 
said Mary Jo Lynch of the 
American Library Association. 
Libraries have long made avail­
able Consumers' Research and 
Consl-lmer Reports to their read­
ers. "Now, however, librarians 
are realizing that these publica­
tions are only a first step toward· 
getting consumer information," 
Ms. Lynch said. "Libraries are 
getting into materials that are 
everyday life oriented." 



In 1975, for instance, the 
Milwaukee Public Library sys­
tem published a Consumerism 
Booklist, which listed "books for 
the consumer, consumerism 
sources for business and indus­
try, handbooks of consumer in­
formation and periodicals of in­
terest to the consumer." 
According to a Milwaukee li­
brarian, the resource list was 
compiled in response to re­
quests from consumers and 
business people. The Milwaukee 
library also helps those seeking 
consumer information in other 
ways. It can direct its patrons to 
the magazines that evaluate 
products, help them Incate in­
formation about businesses, and 
refer consumers to consumer 
action ·agencies when necessary. 

One publication which li­
brarians find useful in keeping 
up-to-date on consumer issues, 
said Ms. Lynch, is Consumers In­
dex to Product Evaluations and 
Information Sources. This quar­
terly publication is aimed at 
three groups: consumers, the 
business office, and the educa­
tional/library community. An 
annual cumulative index is also 
published. Articles from more 
than 100 periodicals are in­
dexed under such headings as 
consumerism, money and the 
law, health and personal care, 
and the home. Subscriptions are 
$39.50 a year. To subscribe con­
tact: The Pierian Press, Inc., 
P.O. Box 1808, Ann Arbor, MI 
48106. 

Also recommended is In/or­
mation for Everyday SunJi~'al: 
What You Need and Where to Get 
It. Written by a community 
group in Morehead, K Y, the 
book is geared "not to the 
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super-sophisticated but to every­
day people." It is available for 
$ 10 from: American Library As­
sociation, Order Department, 
50 E. Huron St., Chicago, IL 
60611. 

Public Consumer Agencies 
Don't wait until you have a 

complaint to contact your State 
or local consumer office. Find 
out now, while you're educating 
yourself, what functions your 
agency has and what kinds of 
consumer education programs 
it features. If your office does a 
good job of making itself visible 
in the community, you may al­
ready be aware of those things. 

Some offices are making a 
strong effort to ed ucate con­
sumers. The New Orleans 
Mayor's Office of Consumer Af­
fairs can't recommend a specific 
company but the staff can tell a 
phone caller whether the office 
has received a complaint about 
a certain business or merchant 
and how the complaint was re­
solved. The office's efforts are 
starting to payoff. One staff 
member who handles housing 
cO!llplaints said many people 
are starting to call in advance to 
check out an apartment com­
plex before renting. 

Other examples of agency 
consumer education efforts: the 
Montgomery County, MD, Of­
f!ce of Consumer Affairs pub­
lished two reports on banking 
services in the Washington, DC, 
metropolitan area, listing how 
much banks charge for checking 
accounts and how much banks 
pay in interest on savings ac­
counts. The Suffolk County, 
NY, Department of Consumer 



Affairs regularly publishes a list 
of hamburger prices and the 
percentage of fat found in 
tested samples of hamburger at 
area supermarkets. The Sacra­
mento County, CA, Consumer 
Protection Bureau published a 
price list of area funeral home 
services. This type of informa­
tion gathered by consumer 
agencies can help you make wise 
choices before you put any 
money down or sign a contract 
for a prod uct or service. 

Many sources have com­
piled directories of government 
consumer protection agencies. 
Because it's been done, we've 
elected to skip that task. Accord­
ing to one recent published re­
port, there are 362 consumer 
offices in the United States, 
Guam, Puerto Rico, and the 
Virgin Islands. The responsibil­
ities and powers of the offices 
differ greatly. Some handle all 
sorts of consumer inquiries and 
complaints; others are limited 
to specific complaint areas. To 
find yours, consult your tele­
phone book or one of those 
many other directories. Proba­
bly the most up-to-date and one 

of the least expensive-the 1976 
version was 95 ce~ts-is the Di­
rectory of Federal, State, 
County, City Governmental 
Consumer Offices, published by 
the Department of Health, Ed­
ucation, and Welfare, Office of 
Consumer Affairs. It is available 
from: Superintendent of Docu­
ments, U.S. Government Print­
ing Office, Washington, DC 
20402. 

Television and Newspapers 
Both these media can be 

effective tools for educating 
yourself on consumer issues. 

Consumer Survival Kit (CSK) 
made its debut in 1972 as the 
result of a proposal submitted 
to the Maryland Center for Pub­
lic Broadcasting. It now appears 
on 236 out of 260 Public Broad­
casting System (PBS) stations 
across the Nation. 

By recogniZ;hb' entertain­
ment as the key to dr",.~ 'ng a 
television audience, the ongina­
tors of CSK combined informa­
tion with a variety show formal. 
The entertainment-sketches, 
interviews, songs, dances-is 
packed with useful tips and is 
followed by a final wrap-up tell­
ing viewers how and where to 
go for help on the consumer 
problem of the day. 

A back-up to CSK's visual 
message is a magazine-type pub­
lication, also titled Consumer Sur­
vival Kit. Sent upon request to 
any viewer ($1 per copy-$26 
for a subscription covering all 
of the shows in a broadcast sea­
son) the 24-page magazines con­
tain materials used in the prep­
aration of each show as well as 
materials which were not used. 
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The magazines are available 
from Consumer Survival Kit, 
Maryland Center for Public 
Broadcasting, Owings Mills, MD 
21117. 

The actual effectiveness of 
CSK as an educational tool has 
not yet been fully gauged. How­
ever, a small pilot study of 
Maryland viewers conducted in 
1976 by faculty members of the 
University of Maryland yielded 
results statistically significant 
enough to warrant a broader, 
more comprehensive study. The 
study is scheduled for comple­
tion by 1978.1 

The use of the media 
through "action lines," whether 
in a print or broadcast format, 
can provide indirect consumer 
education as well as complaint 
resolution. A regular reading of 
the columns that publish names 
of offenders can steer you away 
from the more notorious mer­
chants and companies. But 
more on that later, when we 
look at action lines as an option 
for settling complaints. 

SOLVING PROBLEMS 

EveR if you've done an ef­
fective job of self-education, 
sooner or later you will encoun­
ter a consumer problem (your 
own or someone else's) that 
needs resolution. What should 
you do? Here are some guides 
on where to turn for help and 
how to do it. 

Being angry because you 
have a justifiable complaint isn't 
enough. There are right and 
wrong ways to complain. (There 
are even entire books on how 
to complain angrily, cheerfully, 
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or lucratively.) Some of the most 
down-to-earth advice is found 
in The Compleat California Con­
sumer Catalogue, published by 
the California Department of 
Consumer Affairs. It lists the 
following steps for registering a 
complaint: 

(1) Pursue your complaint 
as soon as possible while it's still 
fresh in your mind; 

(2) Explain the problem 
clearly and without hesitation; 

(3) Be courteous, yet firm 
in your approach; 

(4) Be in control of your 
emotions; 

(5) Have all your support­
ing documents in appr,opriate 
order; 

(6) Listen carefully to what 
you are offered to settle yOUl 
complaint. Does it sound accept­
able? 

(7) Be willing to compro­
mise when it is in order. Com­
promise is more appropriate 

-- --~--- - -------~------------------



when you are partially at fault, 
or when you will get nothing 
without compromising; 

(8) When you register a 
complaint, if possible first talk 
to the clerk you dea~t with; 

(9) If the clerk cannot help 
you, complain to the manager; 

(10) If the manager can't 
help you, go to the next level of 
authority-all the way up the 
line until you get satisfaction; 

( 1 I) Always be persistent 
even if your initial efforts. have 
been rebuffed. You must re­
member that you are probably 
prepared to give your own 
problem more attention than 
others who eventually might 
handle your case; 

(12) Wait a reasonable 
amount of time fori your com­
plaint to be settled. 

The Catalogue's section on 
"Resources" also includes a sam­
ple complaint letter and tells 
consumers to send copies, never 
originals, of all documents when 
making a complaint. 

The Catalogue, which gives 
California consumers informa­
tion on more than 40 consumer 
topics, is also being ordered by 
persons in other States and even 
from other countries. It is avail­
able for $1.50 from: California 
Department of Consumer Af­
fairs, Documents and Publica­
tions Section, P.O. Box 20191, 
Sacramento, CA 95820. 

If you can't get a satisfac­
tory resolution to your problem 
by taking the 12 steps above, 

you have options. You can turn 
to a government agency, to a 
complaint-handling service of­
fered by a business or trade 
association, or to a consumer 
group. Here is a rundown of 
those alternatives. 

State and Local Governments 
Most States and many cities 

and counties have a consumer 
agency in addition to the attor­
ney general or district attorney 
offices. You've already located 
yours when doing your con­
sumer self-education. Now use 
the office when you have a con­
sumer complaint. Each office 
will have its own procedures for 
handling complaints. Some have 
the force of law behind them; 
others use the persuasive pow­
ers of their staffs to get your 
money back or your complaint 
settled. Most agencies will ask 
you two things: did you try to 
resolve the dispute yourself and 
do you have the necessary doc­
uments-contracts, canceled 
checks, sales literature? 

According to the National 
Association of Attorneys Gen­
eral, 90 percent of State attor­
neys general offices have con­
sumer complaint-handling 
operations and can either assist 
the consumer directly or refer 
the consumer to the appropriate 
agency for help. In addition, 
most State unfair or deceptive 
trade practice statutes are en­
forced by the State attorney 
general's office. As this hand­
book was prepared, six New 
England States were awaiting 
word on a, grant that would 
enable the attorneys general in 
each of those States to compu-
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terize individual consumer com­
plaints and alert one another 
when one scheme or fraud 
seemed to be moving around. 
A special report, Placement of 
State Consumer Protection Pro­
grams, is available for $1 from: 
National Association of Attor­
neys General, 3901 Barrett Dr., 
Raleigh, NC 27609. 

If you feel you've been the 
victim of an economic crime 
such as deceptive solicitations 
for charity, investment- fraud, 
or false advertising, the Na­
tional District Attorneys Associ­
ation (NDAA) urges you to con­
tact your local district attorney. 
Some can help you more than 
others. Operating with Federal 
funds in its fourth grant year, 
the NDAA has 53 district attor­
ney's offices participating in a 
special project to combat "eco­
nomic crime offenses." One 
purpose of the project is to co-

--o..rdinate investigations into 
frauds that are occurring simul­
taneously across the country. 
During its second year, the proj­
ect coordinated investigations 
on gas-saving devices, charity 
solicitation frauds, gold and sil­
ver frauds, rental locators, auto 
rebates, business opportunities, 
and nursing homes. The NDAA 
has also developed a Citizens 
Handbook on Economic Crime, 
which can be adapted by local 
offices. 

The powers of district at­
torney offices vary (some handle 
both civil and criminal cases, 
others only criminal cases) and 
so do the priorities -of those 
offices which have economic 
crime units. "Some offices have 
concentrated on consumer com-
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plaints; others have emphasized 
investigation of major frauds; 
and others have combined their 
emphasis in varying propor­
tions," notes the project's annual 
report.2 Contact your local dis­
trict attorney to see whether the 
office participates in the eco­
nomic crime project. For more 
information on the project con­
tact: Economic Crime Project 
Center, National District Attor­
neys Association, 1900 L St., 
NW., Suite 607, Washington, 
DC 20036. 

Federal Government 
Guide to Federal Consumer 

Ser-uices, published by the Office 
of Consumer Affairs in the De­
partment of Health, Education, 
and Welfare, lists the consumer 
functions of Federal depart­
ments and agencies, along with 
a contact person, address, and 
phone number. 

Federal Information Cen­
ters, located in 74 metropolitan 
areas, can also help you find 
particular government pro­
grams or offices. The Centers 
are listed in phone directories 
under "u.S. Government." 

How responsive are these 
agencies to consumers? The 
staff of Everybody's Money, a 
magazine published by the 
Credit Union National Associa­
tion, decided to find out. They 
wrote to 20 of the Ft::deral agen­
cies listed in the Guide, request­
ing information or advice. They 
signed only their names so they 
would be treated as ordinary 
consumers and not as Everybody's 
Money staff. Of the 20 agencies 
contacted, 14 replied. "Much to 
our surprise, the federal bu-



reaucracy turned out to be 
much less remote than we 
thought. Although not all the 
agencies responded to our let­
ters, we were pleased that well 
over half of them did. So the 
next time you think the govern­
ment can help with a consumer 
inquiry or complaint, give it a 
try."3 The Guide to Federal Con­
sumer Services is available free 
from: Consumer Information 
Center, Pueblo, CO 81009. 

Industry Self-Regulation 
Responsible business lead­

ers have felt the necessity on 
many occasions to exhort their 
felJow business leaders to "dean 
up our industry before the gov­
ernment comes in and cleans it 
up for us." Dedicated and crea­
tive effort has gone into that 
endeavor and as the voice of 
the consumer has become more 
public and persistent these ef­
forts have accelerated. The ap­
peal to business people is that 
self-regulation is voluntary 
whereas government regulation 
is mandatory. But because it is 
voluntary, self-regul~tion has 
weaknesses. The "bad guys" can 
opt out. The volunteer subscri­
bers cannot apply penalties or 
order the actions of other vol­
unteers. The approach, so far, 
has worked best in close collab­
oration with law enforcement 
agencies, as the Better Business 
Bureaus (BBB) have demon­
strated. 

First established by business 
leaders in 1912, BBB's are char­
tered to "build and conserve 
public confidence in advertising 
and in business generally."4 

The local bureaus are run 
by business people, who deter­
mine policy and supply the fi­
nancing. They are affiliated 
with the National Council of 
Better Business Bureaus. 

In the early years, the BBB 
concentrated on eliminating dis­
reputable competition. But the 
upsurge in consumer awareness 
in the 1960's caused many bur­
eaus to enlarge their budgets 
and expand operations under 
the leadership of a National 
Council of Better Business Bu­
reaus. 

The efforts toward expan­
sion did help relieve one chronic 
problem-inaccessibility. In the 
late 1960's a bureau representa­
tive reported that during a 5-
year period better business bur­
eaus had handled 7 million con­
sumer inquiries or complaints, 
more than aU government agen­
cies combined; however, twice 
as many more consumers were 
unable to get through to their 
local BBB at all.s 

Evidently, clogged phone 
lines did not ~e;:'!r the public 
from Jookinr _, the BBB as 
their advoc...:~·' lil the market­
place. A 1974 Roper poll indi­
cated that 50 percent of the 
consumers interviewed who 
were unable to resolve their 
grievance with a merchant 
would first turn to the BEB for 
help. Another ! 2 percent said 
~hey would take their problem 
to an action line. Only 10 per­
cent considered a State or local 
consumer agency. Sixteen per­
cent had no idea where to go, 
and another 5 percent would 
simply have dropped the mat­
ter. 
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Bureau statIstIcs indicate a 
great success rate in handling 
grievances. The Council re­
ported that about 75 percent of 
all com plaints made to the 143 
local bureaus across the country 
were settled "satisfactorily" dur­
ing the first half of 1976. 

However, many consumers 
who complain to the BBB never 
pursue their complaint in writ­
ing. Nearly two-thirds of those 
complaining in 1974 fell into 
this category, meaning no action 
was taken on their complaint.6 

Not all businesses in a com­
munity are members of the 
BBB, and businesses may be 
thrown out of the organization 
if they faii to meet established 
standards. However, the bur­
eaus do keep records of com­
plaints on nonmembers as well 
as members. 

A BBB will generally cate­
gorize a business according to 
its performance, and a con­
sumer calling for information 
will receive one of several stock 
answers regarding the business. 

For example, the Milwau­
kee BBB usually reports that, 
based on its files, a company (I) 
meets BBB standards and has a 
satisfactory record, (2) has been 
the subject of complaints which 
have been answered or ad­
justed, (3) does not meet BBB 
standards, (4) is new in the area 
and has not yet established a 
record of policies and customer 
experience, (5) has not re­
sponded to BBB attempts to 
obtain information regarding its 
business background and activi­
ties, or (6) has provided no in­
formation currently on file, but 
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the BBB is in the process of 
developing a report. 

Callers may also be given 
additional information about a 
company, such as why it does 
not meet BBB standards or that 
it is the subject of investigation 
by a regulatory agency. 

In their complaint han­
dling, the BBB will take action 
only if the consumer has failed 
to resolve the problem himself. 
He is sent an official complaint 
form which is then forwarded 
to the merchant, who is ex­
pected to respond voluntarily. 
The BBB cannot force a mer­
chant to settle a complaint. 

. Nearly 100 bureaus report 
they offer an arbitration service 
to the consumer and the mer­
chant for some types of dis­
putes.7 

The Milwaukee BBB was 
the first in the Nation to begin 
an arbitration program, and 
uses it only for dry cleaning 
and laundering complaints. Mil­
waukee arbitrates 30 to 40 cases 
a month but some bureaus han­
dle only a handful of arbitra­
tions a year. 

Methods of arbitration vary 
among bureaus, but in general 
it is a voluntary, legally binding 
'process where legal precedents 
do not apply and from which 
there is no appeal. An inde­
pendent arbitrator, usually a 
volunteer trained by the' Na­
tional Council of Better Busi­
ness Bureaus or the American 
Arbitration Association, hears 
both sides and renders a deci­
sion which is enforceable 
through the courts. Sometimes 
an arbitration panel is used. 



One survey of decisions 
rendered showed 40 percent 
going to the business person, 
40 percent to the consumer, and 
the rest being split.H 

Five trade associations have 
now developed programs geared 
specifically to settling disputes 
about the products the members 
of their industries market and 
sell: new homes, major appli­
ances, new autos, furniture, and 
insurance policies. These five 
industry programs reflect the 
conviction of the sponsoring 
trade associations that seW.regu­
lation is. the best kind of regula­
tion. Here briefly is how each 
program works. 

Consumers who purchase a 
new home through a builder 
participating in the Home Own­
ers Warranty Program (HOW) 
receive a 10-year warranty cov­
ering major structural defects. 
When a homeowner and a 
builder reach a stalemate over 
whether a defect is covered by 
the warranty, they take their 
dispute to the toca! HOW Coun­
cil (now in operation in most 
major citie's in the United 
States), where a conciliator is 
appointee to work with the two 
parties to help them reach an 
agreed-upon solution. If concil­
iation fails, the two parties can 
agree to arbitrate. Then inde­
pendent arbitration is arranged 
through the American Arbitra­
tion Association. To institute 
either conciliation or arbitra­
tion, the complaining party 
must deposit a fee with the local 
HOW Council. The fee is re­
turned if the claim is found to 
have merit. As this handbook 
was prepared, HOW was revis-
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ing its program to bring it tech­
nically in line with Federal 
Trade Commission warranty 
rules, which require that concil­
iation be done by someone out­
side the industry. The HOW 
program uses a third party 
builder as conciliator. A HOW 
spokesperson said the program 
would continue to resolve dis­
putes and promised that HOW 
wO,uld keep consumers in­
formed of the process that 
would be used. For more infor­
mation contact: Home Owners 
Warranty Corp., National Hous­
ing Center, 15th and M Streets, 

. NW., Washington, DC 20005. 

The Major Appliance Con­
sumer Action Panel (MACAP) 
is. sponsored by the Association 
of Home Appliance Manufac­
turers, the Gas Appliance Man­
ufacturers Association, and the 
National Retail Merchants Asso­
ciation. MACAP will take on a 
consumer's complaint about a 
dehumidifier; dishwasher, dis­
poser, gas incinerator, humidi­
fier, home laundry equipment, 
range, refrigerator, freezer, 
room air conditioner, trash 
compactor, or water heater after 
the consumer has contacted the 
dealer, service agency and com­
pany headquarters (in that or­
der). The nine members of the 
MAGAP panel, who are "con­
sumer representatives inde­
pendent of the appliance indus­
try," meet once every 6 weeks 
to consider complaints and 
make recommendations for set­
tlement. If the panel needs 
more facts to make its recom­
mendation, it sends a local vol­
unteer technical assistant to get 
them. An independent audit of 
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MACAP's orocedures found 
that 81 per~ent of the reported 
problems were resolved to the 
consumer's satisfaction. For 
more information contact: Ma­
jor Appliance Consumer Action 
Panel, 20 N. Wacker Dr., Chi­
cago, IL 60606 or use the toll 
free number: 800/621-0477. (Il­
linois residents should call col­
lect: 312/236-3223.) 

The Automotive Trade As­
sociation Managers and the Na­
tional Automobile Dealers Asso­
ciation initiated the idea of the 
Automotive Consumer Action 
Panel (A UTOCAP). But unlike 
the appliance and homeowner 
consumer programs, A UTO­
CAPs are highly decentralized. 
Some A UTOCAPs are spon­
sored by statewide associations 
of new auto dealers; others op­
erate through local associations. 
Over half have panels of media­
tors, including both dealers and 
consumers, and the others have 
a single mediator. 

The first phase of the 
panel's action is to forward a 
consumer's complaint to the 
dealer. If a solution can't be 
reached there that satisfies the 
consumer, the complaint is re­
viewed by the panel at a· regu­
larly scheduled meeting, where 
the panel attempts to resolve 
the complaint through "peer 
pressure and self-regulation." 
Plans are eventually to establish 
a national A UTOCA P to handle 
complaints that can't be solved 
by the State and local panels. 
To find out if there is an A U­
TOCAP in your area contact: 
National Automobile Dealers 
Association, 8400 Westpark Dr., 
McLean, VA 22101. 

12 

The Furniture Industry 
Consumer Advisory Panel (FI­
CAP) is sponsored by the South­
ern Furniture Manufacturers 
Association anr! describes itself 
as "a national program to assist 
any consumer with furniture 
problems involving manufactur­
ing defects, quality and service." 
FI CA P's literature stresses that 
it is an "advisory body" with no 
authority to enforce action it 
recommends. In addition, FI­
CAP notes that it cannot help a 
consumer obtain a refund for 
an item. Before turning to FI­
CAP, the consumer is required 
to try to settle the complaint 
with the retailer; the retailer, in 
turn, is supposed to try to settle 
the problem with the manufac­
turer. Only when that doesn't 
work will FICAP take on the 
complaint. FICAP then ac­
knowledges receiving the con­
sumer's complaint, notifies the 
manufacturer and retailer of 
the complaint, and requests "im­
mediate resolution." If the 
problem is not resolved within 
a reasonable time, the panel 
gives a final "advisory opinion." 
For more information contact: 
Furniture Industry Consumer 
Advisory Panel, Box 951, High 
Point, NC 27261. 

The insurance industry has 
launched a pilot program, the 
Insurance Consumer Action 
Panel (lCAP), to "determine the 
feasibility of establishing a con­
sumer-complaint handling 
mechanism in the property and 
casualty business." The program 
is sponsored by the National 
Association of Mutual Insurance 
Agents and the White House 
Office of Consumer Affairs. It 
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differs in several respects from 
the other CA P programs. First, 
the complaints reviewed by the 
five-member panel (all nonin­
dustry persons) will be coming 
from the offices of the insur­
ance commissioners of four co­
operating States-Michigan, 
Mississippi, Montana, and 
Utah-instead of individual 
consumers. The ICAP staff will 
try to resolve the forwarded 
complaints. ThQse that can't be 
resolved by the staff will be sent 
to the panel, which meets quar­
terly. The recommendations 
made by ICAP to the consumer, 
the insurance company and its 
agent will be nonbinding. The 
complaints that come to lCAP 
will be those that could only be 
resolved in the individual States 
by civil suit. For more informa­
tion contact: Insurance Con­
sumer Action Panel, 640 
Investment Building, Washing­
ton, DC 20005. 

One consumer action panel 
still popping up in resource 
guides went out of existence in 
September 1975: The Carpet 
and Rug Industry Consumer 
Action Panel. 

News Media Action Lines 
The potential for "action 

lines" to help resolve cpnsumer 
complaints is enormous because 
of the power of the media­
both print and broadcast-to 
publicize names and offenses. 

Within the last 10 years ac­
tion lines have proliferated to 
the point where they are carried 
in some form in almost 40 per­
cent of the Nation's daily news­
papers. Interestingly enough, ~ 
1973 survey showed them to" be 

the most read feature in· 17
t 

percent of the 222 papers sur~ 
veyed.9 

Most recent, and in some 
instances more dramatic, is the 
televised version. 

Action lines with the cour­
age to name names, the stamina 
to see a problem through to 
resolution, and the staff to han­
dle the volume of complaints 
can be quite valuable to con­
sumers. 

For example, an action line 
in Rochester, NY, took the 
standard line of reporting a 
complaint against a doctor to 
the local medical society. But it 
trod where few other action 
lines do by following up on the 
complaint. The end result was 
the doctor's expulsion from the 
medical society.lO 

However, many action lines 
skim off only the most interest­
ing inquiries, leaving hundreds 
to thousands of complaints un­
touched. 

Others will simply refer a 
complaint to the offending 
party and number it among its 
successful resolutions as long as 
the offender replies he is look­
ing into the matter. Arthur Lev­
ine, a contributing editor to 
Washington Monthly magazine, 
has labeled such action lines the 
journalistic equivalent of the 
Better Business Bureau. 

Consumer Groups 
Some, but not all, commu~ 

nity consumer groups handle 
individual consumer complaints. 
Find out if your community has 
a local consumer group and 
what kinds of serv'ices it offers. 
The consumer group may, in 
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fact, be the first place you want 
to stop on your way to solving a 
complaint. A key to the success 
of a consumer organization is 
how well it gets people orga­
nized and keeps them orga­
nized, so taking your complaint 
to a consumer group will prob­
ably require that you get in­
volved in the group's resolution 
of your complaint. You may pay 
a membership fee; you may be 
asked to contribute a percentage 
of the money you recover from 
the complaint. You may also be 
asked to work on a complaint 
committee to resolve grievances 
other consumers bring along. 
That's how one of the most 
well-known and widely re­
spected consumer groups in the 
country works. San Francisco 
Consumer Action explains in its 
monthly newsletter how its com­
plaint committees work: 

"Bay area people with con­
sumer grievances help each 
other resolve problems through 
Consumer Action's Complaint 
Resolution Committees. These 
committees are comprised of 
people who have consumer 
grievances. They listen to each 
other's problems, decide what 
action should be taken and then 
act collectively to resolve the 
matter. Each committee mem­
ber is req uired to work on other 
people's problems; the com­
plaint committee is not a service 
agency."ll 

The complaint handling 
processes of industry progranis 
and government agencies think 
of you as a lone consumer. Con­
sumer groups, though, have the 
advantage of bringing together 
consumers not only to solve the 
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individual complaint but to 
eliminate its cause. You may 
already be convinced of the 
value of consumer groups. But 
how do you get one started? 
Chapter Two explores that 
question. 

A final note on resolving 
complaints: With all the above 
options, to which agency should 
you complain first? Should you 
take your complaint to every 
organization? The best advice is 
to target your complaint to one 
agency or organization but 
make generous use of carbon 
paper to alert the other groups 
to your problem. Be sure to let 
the person or agency receiving 
the original know to whom you 
are sending carbons. 

Legal Help 
If the above alternatives 

fail, you may decide that legal 
help is what you really need. 
Going to Small Claims Court is 
a legal yet informal way to settle 
complaints. 

Over 60 years ago Dean 
Roscoe Pound of the· Harvard 
Law School came up with the 
idea for small claims courts: 
places where anyone could plead 
his case without knowing legal 
jargon or hiring an expensive 
attorney. 

What has happened too 
often is that such courts have 
become primarily a means for 
finance companies, landlords, 
and merchants to collect bills. 

One Denver judge esti­
mated 95 percent of the cases 
he heard were brought by busi­
ness. Of 5,486 claims filed in 
one year by a New York ghetto 
jewelry store, 5,360 were 



awarded in the store's favor. In 
such lopsided circumstances as 
this, summonses are often never 
served on the defendant-even 
though it's unconstitutional not 
to serve them. 

If the defendant/consumer 
is served with a summons, he 
may not be able to afford a day 
off work to appear. There are 
still relatively few small claims 
courts which hold night or Sat­
urday sessions. 

However, the track record 
is good for consumers who do 
initiate action in small claims 
courts. In Philadelphia 90 per­
cent of the consumers bringing 
suit in a recent year won settle­
ments or judgments; 96 percent 
won in Ann Arbor, MI. 

As of November 1976, 42 
States had either a small claims 
court or a system for handling 
small claims in other courts. 
Those States with no provisions 
for small claims are Arizona, 
Delaware, Louisiana, Missis­
sippi, South Carolina, Tennes­
see, Virginia, and West Vir­
ginia.12 

In A Public Citiz.en's Action 
Manual, Donald K. Ross sug­
gests calling the civil division of 

the local courthouse, the sher­
iff's office or police station, or 
in desperation the State attor­
ney general, to locate the small 
claims court in a given area. 

The manual also outlines a 
procedure whereby consumers 
can evaluate their small claims 
courts and make' them more 
responsive. 

The procedure for using 
small claims courts varies some­
what from State to State, but 
generally for a fee of less than 
$15 you can file a claim and 
present your case informally 
without the aid of an attorney. 
In 1976 the dollar ceiling on 
suits which could be filed 
ranged from $150 in Texas to 
$3,000 in Indiana. 

After completing a study of' 
small claims courts in 197 J, 
Consumers. Union devised a 
guide to help consumers who 
contemplate taking their case to 
court (Consumer Reports, October 
1971) . One of its suggestions: 
ask a lawyer/friend for a little 
free advice before stepping up 
to the bench. More affluent con­
sumers may well number a law­
yer among their friends, but the 
unwealthy are not without a re­
course. 

Using $125 million appro­
priated by Congress for 1977, 
the quasi-public Legal Services 
Corporation makes grants to ap­
proximately 300 legal service 
programs across the Nation. It 
may be called legal services or 
legal aid, but every State has 
the program. However, that 
does not: mean all parts of the 
State's population are served. 
The Corporation is charged 
with seeing that legal services 
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are readily available to the poor. 
The goal of the Corpora­

tion is to provide the services of 
two attorneys per 10,000 poor 
by 1980. Geographical areas 
containing the largest number 
of poor people with no access 
to legal services will be given 
priority in the establishment of 
new programs. 

Guidelines for establishing 
new programs are available 
from the Legal Services Corpo­
ration, 733 15th St., NW., 
Washington, D.C. 20005. 

Legal Services attorneys 
work in the realm of ci'Vil law 
where, unlike criminal law, the 
courts have no obligation to 
provide an indigent with legal 
counsel. 

Legal Services attorneys 
have some limits on the types 
of civil suits which they can file. 
However, they can 'be very use­
ful to low income consumers in 
civil actions concerning such 
things as unscrupulous credit 
actions and irresponsible land­
lords. 

In some areas Legal Serv­
ices attorneys specialize in par­
tiCldar areas of poverty law and 
may be willing to work with 
consumer organizations in re­
forming State laws. 

A new way for consumers, 
and others-if they are orga­
nized in groups-to get access 
to legal counsel is to form a 
group legal service. Members of 
the group (or their employers) 
prepay a flat amount of money 
for predetermined types of legal 
services. Most of the plans 
formed to date are in labor 
unions. Like health insurance, 
the legal services p"Jan may 
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merely pay part of the bill from 
your private lawyer or it may 
have a group of attorneys on 
salary to whom you go with 
your problem. Likewise, there 
are exclusions, such as defense 
against criminal charges, a suit 
against the union, etc. 

An example of a cdnsumer 
sponsored group legal service is 
one initiated by the Consumers 
Cooperative of Berkeley. Any 
of the 86,000 members of the 
co-op are eligible to become 
members of Consumers Group 
Legal Services. For those who 
join and pay the annual speci­
fied fee, legal services are pro­
vided by both salaried staff at­
torneys and designated attorneys 
in private practice who have 
contracted to serve at agreed­
upon rates. For more informa­
tion contact: Consumers Group 
Legal Services, 1414 University 
Ave., Berkeley, CA 94702. 

The best resource for infor­
mation on all forms of group 
legal service is: National Re­
source Center for Consumers 
of Legal Services, 1 :~02 18th 
Street, NW., Washington, DC 
20036. 

Currently, the value of pri­
vate attorneys to consumers and 
consumer organizations is lim­
ited. Their fees remove them 
from the consumer arena on 
many issues; besides, those who 
specialize in consumer law are 
hard to tind. 

Lawyer referral services 
aren't always helpful in match­
ing a consumer problem to the 
proper attorney, but the Stat~ 
attorney general or public inter­
est law firm, if there is one, 
may be able to provide some 
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names. Newspaper accounts of 
class actions may also reveal the 
name of a private attorney in­
terested in consumer causes. 

Where no other resource 
exists, it is worth a try to ap­
proach a private law firm with 
a particular issue and prevail 
on it to take up the matter pro 
bono publico-free service for the 
public good. 

In some places continuing 
legal education programs are at­
tempting to educate lawyers to 
the fact that there is money to 
be made by handling consumer 
issues through class actions, 
plaintiff antitrust cases, and at­
torney fee award cases. 

These programs make pri­
vate att9rneys more interested 
in consumer issues, but until 
consumers win their battle with 
bar associations to publish law­
yer directories, finding a private 
consumer lawyer is going to re­
main a challenge. 

Some consumer organiza­
tions, like- the Virginia Citizens 
Consumer Council, may find le­
gal expertise within their own 
memberships. 

Dispute Settlement Language 
Much of the language of 

consumer dispute settlement is 
borrowed from labor-manage­
ment relations. The definitions 
alone, though, don't give a clue 
to how much bargaining power 
each dev,ice gives you. Here is a 
brief glossary of the most com­
monly used terms, along with 
some comments by Howard 
Bellman drawn from his exten­
sive experience in labor-man­
agement relations.1a 

Consumer. Purchaser or ulti­
mate user of some good or serv­
ice, 

Vendor. A collective term 
used to signify either the seller 
or the provider of some good 
or service to the consumer. 

Negotiation. Discussion be­
tween two (sometimes more 
than two) sides in which parties 
try to reach an agreement. No 
one in the discussion is identi­
tied as a neutral. Said Bellman: 
"There is a correlation between 
success in negotiating and the 
threat of implementing power. 
If you have a strong threat, 
you'll have successful negotia­
tions. If you have a weak threat, 
you won'L" 

Mediation. Participation in a 
negotiation by a third (or neu­
tral) party which has no power 
of its own to affect the terms of 
the settlement. It is the next 
step from negotiation because it 
does little to modify the balance 
between the negotiating parties. 
"The power that the mediator 
has is the power that's gener­
ated by the needs of the parties 
to settle .... There is a differ­
ence in quality between media­
tors, and a good one is going to 
do more for you than an indif­
ferent one," Bellman explained. 

Arbitration. A process vol­
untarily agreed upon or legally 
imposed which removes power 
from the parties in negotiation 
to a third party (neutral) arbi­
trator who rules on rights and 
equities. "They (arbitrators) 
don't simply give the lion's share 
to the lion like the other two 
devices." If the consumer is 
id,entHied as being the weaker 
party and the vendor the "lion," 

17 



why would the lion agree to 
submit to arbitration, with power 
removed from the equation? 
Bellman's answer: "Because ar­
bitration provides an orderly 
means of dealing with conflicts. 
The employer or vendor who 
would win' every con flict and 
every legal action doesn't want 
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to do it over and over again. 
Stability is considered valuable . 
. . . perhaps most importantly, 
arriving at consensual dispute 
resolution procedures which sat­
isfy or nearly satisfy all con­
cerned keeps the government 
and the courts out of the act." 

------~- -~~~~~~~~---



There are many objects of great 
value to man which cannot be at­
tained by unconnecied individuals 
but must be attained, if at all, by 
association.-Daniel Webster 

Angry about high prices for 
fi;)Qd ~!ld utilities, frustrated by 
rIp-ofts that occur again and 
again, anxious for laws that give 
them better protection in the 
marketplace, consumers have 
begun to recognize the need of 
a~socia,tion to attain their goals. 
If you ve experienc"d the same 
anger and frustration about a 
consumer issue, you may have 
concluded that the most effec­
tive way to guard your rights 
and those of other consumers is 
t~ form a local consumer orga­
nIZatIOn. 
. Ther~ is no magic form ula 
for formmg a successful con­
sumer organization. But the fol­
lowing case studies of consumer 
organizations can give you some 
helpful. insights from group 
leaders mto why the} organized 
and how they've achieved victo­
ries on consumer issues. We've 
also included some advice to the 
new consumer organizer from 
consumer group leaders across 
the country. 

CHAPTER TWO 

Organizing 
Other 

Consumers 

SOME SUCCESS STORIES: 
SEVEN CASE STUDIES 

The case studies in this 
handbook were selected for sev­
eral :easons. First, the groups 
are dIverse: some are statewide, 
some are local, two are made 
up primarily of senior citizens, 
one iS,a student group, and one 
group pays special attention to 
the city's Latin community.14 
The groups use various meth­
ods to raise funds: all charge a 
membership fee, ranging from 
$2 to $15; some seek grants, 
others just contributions. Their 
activities show that priorities can 
be set: several concentrate on 
lobbyi~g, oth,ers on handling 
complamts, still another on in­
tervening in utility regulation 
proceeding~. Two of the groups 
were formed in the 1960's~ the 
others are relatively new. All, 
though, have one thing in com­
mon: .ea~h is succeeding in its 
top Priority areas, whatever they 
may be. 

Virginia Citizens Consumer 
Council (VCCC) 

The potency of a single is­
sue can sometimes mushroom 
into a massive and powerful 
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consumer organization. Ten 
years ago in Virginia there was 
no real organized consumer ac­
tivity, but there were problems 
with supermarkets where food 
prices were rising rapidly. Rum­
blings of meat boycotts spread 
from Denver across the Nation 
and inspired a small group of 
women in northern Virginia to 
picket a large eastern grocery 
chain in protest against unnec­
essary services, like trading 
stamps, which contributed to 
high food costs. 

From this nucleus spun a 
statewide organization of 1,500 
members which has won four 
court cases-one, the precedent­
setting U.S. Supreme Court de­
cision which struck down the 
law prohibiting pharmacists 
from advertising drug prices. 

The drug advertising case 
set a precedent on the right of 
access to needed information, 
which assisted the VCCC in win­
ning a court decision in north­
ern Virginia to permit the pub­
lication of medical directories, 
and in Federal court in Rich­
~ond to permit lawyer directo­
rIes. 

In addition, working in 
conjunction with the Commu­
nity Nutrition Institute, the 
VCCC won an injunction against 
industry's mechanical deboning 
of meat. 

Despite the enviable num­
ber of legal victories, Pat Port­
way, current VCCC president, 
says most of the organization's 
work is not dorie in the courts. 

Public information, com­
plaint tesolution, and govern­
ment reform are all within the 
scope of the VCCC. 
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The 1966 boycott gener­
ated interest from others in the 
community, and once they got 
together the participants real­
ized they had other consumer 
concerns which no one was 
doing anything about. 

After the boycott, the group 
stayed together and began pub­
lishing a newsletter. Newspaper 
publicity and the fact that con­
su.mer advocate Ralph Nader 
looked to the VCCC as his 
grassroots group in Virginia led 
to statewide interest and the es­
tablishment of branch chapters. 

Publicity increased when 
VCCC took health clubs to task 
for some shoddy operations, 
and the decision to begin han­
dling complaints generated ad­
ditional interest and participa­
tion. 

An entirely volunteer orga­
nization, the VCCC has eight 
State lobbyists. It successfully 
lobbied for local consumer pro­
tection offices in the State's ma­
jor cities, and because its mem­
bers were already experienced 
in handling complaints, many 
were appointed to the staffs of 
the new government offices. 

In 1971, VCCC published 
Action/Inaction, a comprehensive 
book on the State legislature 
and its members. The result was 
major reform in Virginia's leg­
islature. The book is in every 
library in Virginia and many 
major libraries throughout the 
Nation. 

Every 2 years the organiza­
tion publishes a consumer com­
plaint guide, which is marketed 
along with standard paperback 
books throughout the State. 
The guide lists complaint-han-



dling agencies (and describes 
how to complain), State con­
sumer protection laws, and the 
names of consumer reptesenta­
tives of major corporations. 

At one time VCCC concen­
trated heavily on complaint han­
dling, but with the establish­
ment of the local consumer 
agencies, t :·:~t operation has 
been scale d., Aln. A 24-hour 
"Dial-A-Consumer" program still 
operates out of Springfield. The 
caller receives a brief consumer 
tip and is given time to relay 
his complaint. A volunteer then 
calls the consumer back and tells 
him which agency to contact or 
personally helps him resolve the 
problem. 

Before the local consumer 
agencies came into being, VCCC 
was handling hundreds of com­
plaints a week. It utilized con­
tacts established through its var­
ious other activities as well as 
through members and, in addi­
tion, developed good working 
relationships with local Better 
Business Bureaus and Cham­
bers of Commerce. 

The VCCC operates on a 
budget of less than $8,000. A 
$5 per family membership fee 
goes primarily to cover the pub­
lication and mailing costs of the 
monthly newsletter, which is cir­
culated to members and State 
decisionmakers. 

The membership has dis­
cussed hiring a minimal paid 
staff, but shies away from doing 
so when i~ sees other organiza­
tions spending 50 to 100 per­
cent of their income on paid 
staff. In addition, the VCCC 
fears that 75 percent of the 
organization's time would be 

spent raising monel' to pay the 
staff. 

Because of the unique cli­
mate around Washington, DC, 
the VCCC does benefit from 
volunteers exposed to large 
doses of public awareness. Re­
tired government workers, law­
yers, and experts in various 
fields lend their talents to the 
VCCC. 

In the past the VCCC has 
not aggressively sought mem­
bers, but recently a conclusion 
that membership was low com­
pared to its potential resulted 
in plans for a direct mail cam­
paign. Such campaigns are ex­
pensive, but the membership 
has decided to ad vertise itself to 
Virginia's 55,000 subscribers to 
Consumer Reports. 

Decisions, such as the mem­
bership drive and priority is­
sues, are made by the board of 
directors with guidance from 
the members at the annual 
meeting. The board is com­
posed of' chapter presidents, 
elected officers, and a few mem­
bers elected at large. 

The number one priority 
for 1977 is the State Corpora­
tion Commission, which regu­
lates utilities, banking, and in­
surance. As the result of a 
constitutional amendment the 
Commission was expanded from 
three to five members, and the 
VCCC intends to get a con­
sumer representative appointed 
to one of the additional posi­
tions. 

Another priority issue is 
lobbying the legislature to re­
quire licensing of auto repair 
shops, since auto repair com­
plaints are those most fre-
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quently heard by both the 
veee and local consumer of­
fices. 

Michigan Public Interest 
Research Group (PIRGIM) 

Every consumer organiza­
tion, whether it operates on a 
high budget or a near zero 
budget, eventually has to deal 
with the problem of funding. 

A unique solution to this 
problem has been developed by 
an expanding network of Public 
Interest Research Groups 
(PIRG's) on 145 college cam­
puses across the Nation. 

These Nader-inspired, non­
partisan political organizations 
exist in some form in 34 States, 
and their unique system of 
funding numbers them among 
the wealthiest of groups dealing 
with consumer issues. 

One of the more active is 
PIRGIM, which encompasses 
five campuses in Michigan. It 
was created in 1972 when three 
University of Michigan students 
were inspired by Action for a 
Change, written by Ralph Nader 
and Donald Ross. At that time 
Nader's organizers were still vis­
iting campuses to help establish 
PIRG's, but the Michigan stu­
dents asked them to stay away 
in order to avoid any negative 
reaction from State officials to 
the Nader image. 

Methods vary somewhat, 
but in all cases a majority of 
students on a campus must vote 
to support a PIRG before it can 
be established. PIRG member­
ship fees are collected along 
with tuition fees. Students con­
tribute $1.50 per semester to 
support PIRGIM, yielding an 
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annual budget of $120,000. On 
some campuses students check 
an optional box if they wish to 
tack a $1.50 activity fee for PIR­
GI M on to their tuition fee. 
Other campuses use what is now 
termed a "refusable fee," mean­
ing the $ 1 .50 is automatically 
added to the tuition fee and the 
student must take the responsi­
bility for saying no if he does 
not wish to be a member of 
PIRGIM. 

PIRG's have come under 
some criticism, most publicly 
from former Nader Raider 
David Sanford, for the latter 
method of fee collection. He 
equates it with the negative op­
tion used by many book clubs 
whose members find themselves 
buying something they may not 
want because they didn't say no 
in time. But despite the criti­
cism, PIRG's continue. 

With this sort of stable 
funding, PIRGIM has been able 
to hire a professional, full-time 
staff of eight which works year 
round whether college is in ses­
sion or out. The staff also pro­
vides continuity to PIRGIM ef­
forts as students come and go. 
An equal number of paid stu­
dents work in specific areas such 
as the media and project coor­
dination. 

Of PIRGIM's 40,000 mem­
~ers, active volunteers range 
from a dozen to several hundred 
depending on the issues being 
pursued. 

PIRGIM's efforts are di­
rected toward intensive research 
and enlightened lobbying. The 
organization seeks out students 
with the intelligence and verbal 
qualities needed to make good 
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lobbyists and then provides 
them with extensive training in 
lobbying methodology. Origi­
nally, members were trained to 
lobby in general, but now train­
ing focuses on lobbying for spe­
cific issues. 

More than half the profes­
sional staff are registered lobby­
ists. Volunteer lobbyists are de­
briefed in writing after their 
visits to the legislators, and fol­
low-up letters are always sent 
from the lobbyists to the legisla­
tors. 

Under the guidance of the 
board of directors, which in­
cludes representatives from each 
of the live campuses, PIRGIM 
has recently concentrated on 
four areas: tenant protection, 
freedom of information, energy 
policy, and returnable bottles. 

On the tenant issue, PIR­
GIM -backed up tenant legisla­
tion which had gone nowhere 
because its liberal sponsor had 
insufficient support. A compro­
mise was worked out with lan(:­
lord interests resulting in 'eg_ 
islation which protects against 
unlawful evictions, utility shut­
offs by landlords, and invasion 
of privacy. In the process, PIR­
GIM put together a statewide 
coalition of tenants, the Michi­
gan Tenants Rights Coalition, 
which now works with PIRGIM. 

Freedom of information 
legislation drafted by the orga­
nization resulted in the most 
progressive open files law on 
the books in any State, accord­
ing to PIRGIM. 

PIRGIM works with admin­
istrative bodies and the courts 
as well as the legislature. Two 
years of research and legal work 

resulted in the Michigan Public 
Service Commission becoming 
the first in the Nation to adopt 
a "lifeline" conservation rate 
structure for residential utility 
users, and a "peak load" rate 
structure for commercial and 
industrial users. (The "lifeline" 
approach identifies an amount 
of monthly energy usage suffi­
cient for minimum essential 
household services, usually 200-
500 killowatts, and charges the 
least rate for that usage. Under 
"peak load" pricing, rates vary 
according to the time of use to 
reHect the actual cost of provid­
ing service at that time.) 

Not all of PIRGIM's efforts 
are directed at the lawmakers. 
It has published or supported a 
consumers' guide to doctors, 
grocery prices, auto mainte­
nance costs, bank services, con­
sumer complaint agencies, and 
bookstore prices. 

One of PIRGIM's more 
prominent victories-one no­
ticed around the Nation-illus~ 
trates the growth of power as 
individuals join together to 
form organizations and organi~ 
zations join to form coalitions, 
It was just such a coalition which 
led PIRGIM to claim a share of 
the victory when Michigan be~ 
came one of two States to adopt 
a "Bottle Bill" by referendum 
during the 1976 elections. 

The success of the Michi­
gan bottle bill is worth examin­
ing because it is an example of 
what people working together 
can do when their elected rep­
resentatives don't act. 

The bottle bill calls for "a 
minimum refundable deposit on 
all beer and soft drink bottles 
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and cans sold in Michigan; a 
mandatory refund of deposits 
by all retail dealers for' the 
brands and sizes they sell, and a 
ban on removable metal ring 
'pull-tabs' on cans." 

The iron hand behind the 
success of the bottle referendum 
was Michigan United Conserva­
tion Clubs, a State affiliate of 
the National Wildlife Associa­
tion and a coalition in itself. 
The' MUCC is composep of 
more than 50 diverse organiza­
tions such as the League of 
Women Voters, the State 
Troopers Association, and the 
Farm Bureau-all with a com­
mon interest in conservation. 

MUCC claims 100,000 
members and operates on an 
annual budget of $1 million. 

The 40-year-old organiza­
tion has been working in sup­
port of a bottle bill since it was 
first introduced into the Michi­
gan legislature 10 years ago. 
Finally, in 1974 the board of 
directors decided if the legisla­
ture didn't move on the issue, 
MUCC would take it to the peo­
ple. 

That's just what happened. 
In February 1976, the board 
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voted to begin a petition drive 
to get the issue on the ballot. 

Petitions were sent out to 
subscribers of the MUCC maga­
zine, the Farm Bureau maga­
zine, and college campuses. It 
was at this point that PIRGIM 
entered the campaign and pro­
ceeded to take full responsibility 
for rallying the campuses in 
support of the bottle bill. 

The petitions were actively 
circulated by about 15,000 vol­
unteers, and within 7 weeks 
400,000 signatures were col­
lected. 

There is a strong feeling 
about the environment in Mich­
igan where many people enjoy 
outdoor recreation. So it's not 
too surprising that in a 1975 
survey, 73 percent of the resi­
dents said they supported a bot-. 
tie bill. However, 10 years of 
inaction by the legislature is evi­
dence enough that there were 
some powerful influences work­
ing against the efforts of MUCC. 

Taking the offens.ive, 
MUCC set up regular meetmgs 
of the coalition leaders in cen­
trally located Lansing. To fi­
nance the campaign, MUCC do­
nated $72,000. Another $40,000 
was raised by direct mail solici­
tation, the sale of bumper stick­
ers and fund raising parties. 
Th~ coalition received very little 
money from outside the St~te, 
although Environmental ActIOn 
in Washington, DC, donated 
$600. 

A sy'npathetic press gave 
the campaign good coverage 
and supported it editorially. 
The publicity generated support 
from a lot of people who had 



never been involved in environ~ 
mental issues before. 

One and a half million 
pieces of campaign literature 
were distributed emphasizing 
the bottle bill's contribution to~ 
ward resource conservation, en~ 
ergy savings, litter reduction, 
consumer savings and benefits, 
impact onjobs and the economy, 
and success elsewhere. 

Approximately $15,000 
went toward legal expenses. 

By the time the opposition 
realized what it was up against 
it was too late. The coalition 
was able to identify the opposi~ 
tion as big business and industry 
with 84 percent of their finan~ 
cial support coming from out­
of~state corporations. 

In a final blitz during the 
last 2 weeks before the election, 
the coalition secured spots on 
radio and TV, sometimes ag­
gressively employing the fair­
ness doctrine to get free time. 

The result-a new law es­
tablished through referendum 
by 63.6 percent of the voters; a 
law requiring a 5-cent deposit 
on beer and soda bottles, a 10-
cent deposit on unique bottles 
like Coke, and a 10-cent deposit 
on all cans. The law was even 
stiffer than the pioneer Oregon 
bottle bill. 

Texas Consumer Association 
(T.CA) 

Like the Virginia and Mich­
igan groups, the Texas Con­
sumer Association also operates 
statewide. But there is one large 
obstacle to organizing con­
sumers in Texas not faced in 
the other two States: the size of 
the State. Despite that obstacle, 

the Texas Consumer Associa­
tion, founded in 1966 to fight 
high interest rates, has lobbied 
for and won some of the 
"strongest consumer laws in the 
country in a somewhat hostile 
environment." 

That's the assessment of 
Jim Boyle, who has served as 
both president and executive di~ 
rector of the Association and is 
a member of the board of direc­
tors of Consumer Federation of' 
America. 

"The problems of travel are 
immense," said Boyle. He notes, 
for example, that there are 
some 500 miles between EI Paso 
and the capital, Austin, where 
he lives. Lower-middle and mid­
dle-income consumers don't 
have travel expenses so bringing 
Texas consumers together can 
be "a real hassle." 

The organization'S primary 
function is lobbying. In fact, two 
legal corporations have been 
created: one, the Texas Con­
sumer Association (TCA), to 
cover lobbying activities, and the 
other, the Texas Consumer Ed­
ucation fund, a tax-exempt cor­
poration, to produce the group's 
newsletter. Membership in the 
TCA waxes and wanes, from a 
strong 1,000 when the State leg­
islature is in session to about 
500 when the legislature is out 
of session. The key to keeping 
members active, said Boyle, is 
to find new issues that generate 
interest once another issue is 
resolved. 

For example, a local group 
in El Paso organized to get a 
Utilities Commission approved 
for the State. Once the commis­
sion was established, the group 
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folded. At the time this hand­
book was prepared Boyle was 
ready with an agenda of three 
priority goals the association 
planned to tackle in the new 
legislative session. The goals in­
clude: an auto repair disclosure 
act, covering warranties, bond­
ing, and repair estimates; a stat­
ute to permit group auto insur­
ance; and legislation on utilities, 
which would place regulation of 
natural gas with the new Utili­
ties Commission instead of the 
Railroad Commission, prohibit 
the fuel adjustment clause in 
utility rates, and create a 'public 
advocate for utility consumers. 
The Association also plans to 
look at the State's Deceptive 
Trade Practices Act and the 
State credit code. "That's it for 
openers," said Boyle. 

The Association is strictly 
volunteer. Dues are $7.50 a 
year. Its board of di rectors 
meets approximately every 2 
months. The Association as a 
whole meets once a year. In 
addition to lobbying, the group 
files amiclls CIlriae (friend of the 
court) briefs on cases with con­
sumer interest and would like 
to get involved in consumer ed­
ucation. The group also receives 
occasional grants. 

Utility Consumers Council 
of Missouri, Inc. (UCCM) 

The Utility Consumers 
Council's predecessor was an or­
ganization that took aim at an­
other specific issue-high food 
prices. Alberta Slavin, president 
of the Council, originally helped 
to form an organization in 1967 
called Housewives Elect Lower 
Prices (HELP), which began by 
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investigating food chains that 
charged higher prices in the 
inner city stores than in stores 
in outlying areas. That gave Ms. 
Slavin an "interest in essentials­
what people need to survive." 
Angry about utility rates, she 
started the UCCM in 1970. 
Whereas HELP needed troops, 
the UCCM found it had a dif­
ferent need if it wanted to be 
successful in intervening before 
the Missouri Public Service 
r:::ommission-the need for law­
yers and economists. 

The organization is all vol­
unteer and pays no salaries, but 
it does manage to recruit the 
kind of expert help it needs for 
rate case intervention, paying 
expenses only. Some of the legal 
help comes from the George 
Washington University Law 
School clinical program. 

The organization is legally 
incorporated and has a tax-ex­
empt status with the Internal 
Revenue Service (IRS), although 
it did have a "legal hassle" at 
first because the IRS equated 
the group's regulatory appear­
ances with lobbying. 

Even though the group has 
expert help, the membership 
still has a large role in interven­
tion in utility proceedings. Ms. 
Slavin frequently appears be­
fore the State Public Senice 
Commission and has graduated 
from testifying about rate in­
creases to more complicated 
utility issues such as rate of re­
turn on investment. "We learned 
as we went along/' she said, and 
the UCC testimony has had 
somewhat of a cumulative ef­
fect, influencing first the regu­
lators and now the politicians. 



She thinks utilities have often 
geared people into thinking that 
the proceedings are so compli­
cated consumers shouldn't get 
involved-"least of all a house­
wife." But she stressed the need 
for consumer organizations to 
do their homework before mak­
ing appearances before regula­
tory bodies. Too often, con­
sumer groups jump right into 
an issue without paying enough 
attention to learning the craft, 
she said. By presenting only an 
emotional appeal on the issue, 
the groups offer nothing effec­
tive. "There is a real need for 
steady, dedicated effort," she 
said. "We are very much re­
spected around the State be­
cause we do our homework." 

One of the group's biggest 
victories was the passage in 1976 
of an initiative banning Con­
struction Work in Progress 
(CWIP) from inclusion in a util­
ity's rate ba.se. A separate group, 
Citizens for Reformed Electric 
Rates, was formed to work on 
the initiative. Writing about the 
victory in Environmental Action 
magazine, Richard Grossman 
said: "In Missouri, a diverse 
group of people chose to use 
the initiative process to prohibit 
power plant construction costs 
from being included in the util­
ity rate base (for both fossil and 
nuclear plants). The organizers 
decided to keep outsiders out. 
... In short, they controlled the 
issue, the strategy and the cam­
paign tactics. They won."l:; 

'The structure of the Coun­
cil itself is "very loose," with an 
advisory board that meets when 
necessary. Its I ,500 members 
are from all parts of Missouri 

but 90 percent of them are from 
the St. Louis area. It raises 
funds through $15 a year dues, 
occasional grants, and special 
events. The group holds a 
yearly "kilowatt hour," a potluck 
fund raiser in which the group 
eats in the dark to dramatize 
the utility issues. Office space is 
rented in an advertising agency, 
which handles the incoming 
calls when the consumer office 
is not staffed. 

Summing up her involve­
ment in a volunteer consumer 
group, Ms. Slavin said: "I got 
angry. To some extent you do 
what's right." 

Local grassroots consumer 
organizations may develop when 
one or two people realize there 
is a void in their community 
and decide to fill it. Three such 
organizations, which have con­
fined their activities to a rela­
tively small geographical area, 
but which have nevertheless in­
fluenced their Stat.es, are the 
Northeastern Minnesota Con­
sumers League in Duluth, MN, 
the Concerned Consumers Lea­
gue in Milwaukee, WI, and 
Consumers Against High Prices 
in West Palm Beach, FL. 

The Duluth and Milwaukee 
groups both put down their 
roots in the early seventies, and 
both concentrate on handling 
grievances and education, but 
their backgrounds and method­
ology illustrate the diversity of 
means which can lead to similar 
ends. 

Northeastern Minnesota 
Consumers League (NMCL) 

The Minnesota League 
draws part of its strength from 
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a source left largely untapped 
by many organizations-senior 
citizens. 

It was, in fact, organized in 
1971 and chartered in 1973 by 
a man whu decided when he 
retired he was going to see to it 
that people in Duluth had some­
where to go with their consumer 
problems. 

As a labor staff man, Ray 
Allen found much of his time 
was devoted to helping union 
members resolve consumer 
problems. Through practical ex­
perience and government pub­
lications, Allen became knowl­
edgeable in consumer affairs 
and conducted classes for the 
union members. When he re­
tired and formed the Northeast­
ern Minnesota Consumer Lea­
gue, he took a small nucleus of 
consumer advocates with him 
from his classes. Cooperation 
and support from the unions 
continued. 

The League's only source 
of funding is membership dues, 
which range from $2 a year for 
students, the poor, and the el­
derly to $25 for unions. There 
are currently about 15 organi­
zations paying the $25 rate. 

Even so, with only 254 
members, the League's income 
is not great. Most of it goes 
toward publishing a monthly 
newsletter and a brochure which 
explains the League's functions. 

All of the League's work is 
handled by volunteers. The of­
fice is staffed full-time by three 
volunteers from the Retired 
Senior Volunteer Program. 

While volunteers wiiI han­
dle speaking engagements as far 
away as 90 miles, the League 
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usually does no actual lobbying 
because the capital, St. Paul, is 
about 160 miles away. Many of 
the members have neither the 
money nor the youthful energy 
required to make that kind of 
trip as often as necessary for an 
effective lobbying effort. 

An exception was made in 
1973 when representatives of 
the League teamed up with the 
head of the city's labor move­
ment and presented a case for 
a government consumer office 
in Duluth. 

The fact that the League 
had processed nearly $70,000 
Worth of complaints during its 
first year put a little bite into its 
argument. The result was the 
establishment of a Duluth con­
sumer office under the direc­
tion of the State Department of 
Commerce. However, the gov­
ernment office handles only 
four types of complaints, so the 
League has stayed in the com­
plaint resolution business trying 
to cover the gaps left by the 
government. 

Another win for the League 
came when Duluth adopted the 
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Nation's first item-pricing ordi­
nance. When computerized 
scanners began appearing in 
grocery stores around the city, 
there was nothing unique about 
the merchants wanting to stop 
pricing individual items. But the 
League developed a 21-point 
case in support of item pricing 
and presented it to the city 
council. Then, together with 
representatives of the senior cit­
izens coalition, about 30 League 
members marched down to the 
city council, testified in support 
of an item-pricing ordinance, 
and told local merchants they'd 
picket their stores if the ordi­
nance didn't go through. It 
went through. 

In order to provide educa­
tional and informational mate­
rial to the community, the Lea­
gue has devised an interesting 
method of surmounting its 
problem of limited financial re­
sources. It has learned to work 
with offices of the State's con­
gressmen to get materials free 
of charge. The Consumer In­
formation Center in Pueblo, 
CO, for instance, limits individ­
ual orders of free publications 
to no more than 2 copies of 10 
different titles, but Minnesota's 
senators receive bulk allotments. 
Because the League has a good 
working relationship with the 
senators' offices, it has received 
as many as 600 of the Consumer 
Inior.mation Center pamphlets 
at a time from the congressional 
allotment. 

Minnesota's senators re· 
ceive only 10,000 such publica­
tions for the entire State, but 
since the League is one of the 
few organizations which bothers 

to get the information in the 
hands of the public, it has no 
problems getting a good supply 
from congressional offices. 

In addition, private indus­
try, public utilities, and labor 
unions are tapped for their pub­
lications in the consumer inter-
est. 

Meetings of the member­
ship are conducted regularly on 
the third Thursday of every 
month. Guest speakers provide 
background on various con­
sumer issues at each meeting. 
Also, the members decide which 
problems deserve the League's 
attention, such as new parking 
meters that fail to show how 
much time is left and the need 
for night sessions of small claims 
court. 

So far, the League's main 
problem has been to keep the 
volunteers active. "Everything is 
done with volunteers, and they 
don't come easy," Allen admits. 
,. As long as they're not hurt, 
they don't volunteer," he adds, 
"but once they're hurt, they're 
great." 

Concerned Consumers 
League (CCL) 

. A little to the south, in Mil­
waukee, also in 1971, the Con­
cerned Consumers League went 
from inspiration to implemen­
tation. The project began with 
three young people who felt the 
need for consumer education 
and activism in the community. 

The organizers began 
spreading word that they were 
willing to help resolve consumer 
complaints., Shortly thereafter a 
rather dramatic event Jed to 
Widespread publicity for the 
f1edgling group. 
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One of the early complaints 
to trickle into the League con­
cerned a notorious used car 
dealer whose selling practices 
could have served as a model 
for shifty dealers everywhere. 
The League picketed the dealer; 
the State investigated; and sure 
enough, the State took away his 
license to operate. 

Having generated interest, 
the League began publishing a 
monthly newsletter, Caveat Ven­
dor, which along with informa­
tional articles carried accounts 
of successful complaint resolu­
tions. 

Today there are about 400 
paying members with others 
teaming up with the League 
long enough to see their com­
plaints through. 

The active involvement of 
the consumer with a complaint 
has always been an important 
part of the League's mediation 
process, which is far more so­
phisticated than referring com­
plaints to appropriate agencies. 

The League holds grievance 
meetings twice a week (at night 
and on Saturdays to accommo­
date working people), and the 
consumer with a complaint is 
asked to bring all materials re­
lating to his complaint to one of 
the meetings. A delegation of 
staff members and trained vol­
unteers decides if the case has 
merit, and on their recommen­
dation. the membership present 
votes on whether to pursue the 
complaint. If the vote is affirm­
ative, a delegation, including the 
consumer and representatives 
of the League, arranges to meet 
with the businessman who would 
ultimately have responsibility 
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for handling the complaint. In 
other words, a meeting would 
be set up with a supervisor 
rather than with a salesman. 
About 90 percent of all com­
plaints are resolved during such 
meetings. The other 10 percent 
are resolved through either 
picketing or small claims court. 

At first the League relied 
almost exclusively on picketing, 
which was very effective. One 
look at the bad publicity at the 
front door made many mer­
chants suddenly cooperative. 
Recently, though, the League 
has taken to recommending 
small claims court-and with ex­
cellent results. Of the first 20 
members who went to court, 
not one lost. 

The League looks to the 
court as a more useful tool than 
picketing because through it the 
consumer becomes acquainted 
with the legal process, and if 
the need again arises he knows 
he can take the case to court 
himself. 

Complaint resolution, 
though, amounts to only half 
the CCL's work. The other half 
is devoted to education, and 
there is hardly a time when the 



organization is not conducting a 
workshop someplace. It has a 
90-second spot on a local radio 
station and previously had a 15-
minute program on another. 

. The League has also been 
the subject of educational series 
on television and receives pub­
licity in the newspapers for its 
programs and successes. CCL 
never passes up the opportunity 
to get on the air, if only to 
promote itself. 

The CCL has a paid staff 
of three-an executive director 
paid through League funds, an 
associate director paid through 
the Concentrated Employment 
Training Act, and a secretary 
paid through the Work Incen­
tive Program. Formerly there 
was also an administrative assist­
ant, paid through the now de­
funct Program for Local Serv­
ices. In addition, CCL has 
managed to get from the local 
university four to six student 
placements to assist on a regular 
basis. 

Of the 400 members, about 
15 are hardcore volunteers who 
receive extensive inservice train­
ing from the permanent staff. 

Once trained, CCL volun­
teers assist in the workshops, 
which sometimes run for months 
on a twice-weekly basis, with 
different topics up for scrutiny 
each week. Sometimes the work­
shops are directed at specialized 
groups; for example, there was 
a workshop in 1976 which con­
centrated on small claims court 
and was attended by about 30 
county judges from around the 
State. 

CCL is also especially cog­
nizant of the Latin community, 

which is sizeable in Milwaukee. 
Part of the regular newsletter is 
written in Spaaish, and the Lea­
gue has been vociferous in de­
manding that the p~blic utilities 
provide bilingual information 
on consumer rights and respon­
sibilities. 

The Spanish Center has re­
ciprocated by providing the 
League with office space rent­
free. It also pays the executive 
director and is then reimbursed 
by the League. 

Although the League's work 
continues, financial problems 
have worked their way up to a 
level of primary concern. The 
League found itself approxi­
mately $40',000 in debt after its 
major source of funding-a 
grant from the Milwaukee 
Council on Urban Life-was 
lost. As a result, one paid staff 
position soon had to be elimi­
nated. What's more, the Spanish 
Center relocated in a new build­
ing, at which time the League 
had to begin paying rent for its 
office space. 

A $5 membership fee off­
sets the cost of the phone and 
newsletter. Grants have been re~ 
lied on to support other League 
activities and the salaries of the 
paid staff.. For this reason, the 
loss of the grant from the Mil­
waukee Council on Urban Life 
was a heavy blow. The grant 
was terminated because the 
Council drdinarily funds an or~ 
ganization for only a couple of 
years in a row. In this case it 
extended its grant to CCL for a 
third year when financial disas­
ter threatened in 1975. But that 
was as far as the Council could 
go. 
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A few small government 
grants supplemented the Coun­
cil's but were not enough to 
fully support the organization. 
As a result a full-scale fund 
drive was launched, and the 
board of directors voted to have 
the executive director work full 
time on grant applications and 
pprsonal appeals until the finan­
cial crisis is resolved. 

A direct mail appeal raised 
about $900, although the Lea­
gue admits its timing was poor 
for the mailing list it used. This 
was the Democratic party's list, 
and the League used it in the 
fall of 1976-the same time the 
party itself was appealing for 
contributions. 

A personal appeal cam­
paign was more successful, re­
sulting in about $2,000 over a 
2-month period. 

Consumers Against High 
Prices (CAHP) 

The name of this consumer 
organization, composed mainly 
of senior citizens in West Palm 
Beach, FL, pretty much Slnns 
up its basic aiml' but doesn't tell 
of the success the group has 
enjoyed in two target areas: 
food and utilities. Mrs. Ada Vla­
dimer, president of CAHP, said 
the organization was formed in 
1973 during the meat boycott. 
"We picked it up and started to 
grow by leaps and bounds." 
Later, the group successfully 
boycotted sugar when it reached 
all-time high prices. A similar 
attempt to organize a coffee 
boycott has been less. successful, 
she said, because people 
wouldn't accept coffee substi­
tutes. "You've got to take the 
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good with the bad," she con­
ceded. When supermarkets 
threatened to stop marking 
prices because of the new elec­
tronic scanners, the group 
warned the supermarkets that 
eliminating item pricing would 
also result in a boycott. The 
supermarkets tried to pacify the 
group by telling them pencils 
would be supplied for con­
sumers to mark their own 
prices, but Mrs. Vladimer told 
them: "We're paying you. This 
is your job, not ours." So far, 
no scanners have been installed 
and prices are still going on the 
packages. 

CAHP activities have also 
focused on utilities. When the 
telephone company asked Flor­
ida's Public Service Commission 
(PSG) to eliminate unlimited lo­
cal phone calls, the consumer 
group appeared before the PSc. 
"We fought them and we won." 
The group also claims a victory 
against a phone company pro­
posal to charge for directory 
assistance calls. The group is 
fighting rate increases by both 
the telephone and electric utility 
companies and is working on 



legislation to increase the mem­
bership on the PSC from three 
to five, and to include a con­
sumer, a senior citizen, and a 
trade union leader at all times. 

CAHP has about 500 mem­
bers who pay yearly dues of $2. 
It, too, is an all-volunteer orga­
nization. Its ex.ecutive commit­
tee meets every 2 weeks and its 
membership about once a 
month. The group does not 
have a newsletter because of 
the expense, but does print a 
circular to announce meetings. 
A consumer- rally with Ralph 
Nader brought in $4,000 over 
and above expenses. The group 
also seeks contributions. 

Most of its members are· 
retirees. "We'd like to broaden 
out to get youth involved," said 
Mrs. Vladimer. CAHP is en­
couraging some qf the young 
people who attended the rally 
to form consumer organizations 
in their own lOCalities. Said Mrs. 
Vladimer: "I have a lot of satis­
faction every time we win a 
victory." 

YOU'VE GOT THE GROUP: 
NOW WHAT? 

These selected. case studies 
show that making a decision to 
organize a consumer group is 
only the first in a series of 
choices you will have to make if 
your group is to succeed. Other 
questions you will have to an­
swer include these: 

Should we open an office? 
Should we handle com­

plaints or stick to advocating for 
consumers, either in the courts, 
io regulatory bodies, or in the 
legisiature? The Utility Con­
sumers Council of Missouri, for 

instance, did handle complaints 
until the Public Service Commis­
sion added complaint-handling 
to its own responsibi1ities. 

What kind of budget should 
we expect to operate with and 
how do we raise funds? If there 
are dues, what should they be? 

is the group going to be all 
volunteer or should we hire a 
paid staff? 

How structured should the 
organization be and how often 
should we meet? The Con­
sumers Against High Prices in 
West Palm Beach, FL, meets 
monthly; the Texas Consumer 
Association, once a year. 

Should we publish a news­
letter? 

Should we legally incorpo-
rate? . 

The answers to most of 
these questions depend on you. 
You know the political climate 
in your locality; you know how 
much time and effort you and 
others can devote to a consumer 
organization. This handbook 
can give you some general 
guidelines on legal incorpora­
tion, and we can also direct you 
to resources and organizations 
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that can help you answer other 
questions. 

Incornoration 
Your consumer organiza­

tion will probably find it advan­
tageous to formalize your legal 
structure, most likely by incor­
porating. The act of incorporat­
ing often gives a group an im­
portant psychological benefit, a 
sense of continuity. The formal­
ized, recurring requirements 
pertaining to corporate status 
provide a real demonstration of 
t~e ~ngoing nature of the orga­
nizatIOn. 

Incorporating also creates a 
l~yer of insulation from liability 
tor the organization's "princi­
pl~s." You quite reasonably are 
reluctant to risk your personal 
financial stability for belonp-ing 
to an organization. Incorpc.. .l­
ing commits the organization to 
more stringent record-keeping 
and tighter organization. 

Usually consumer member­
ship <?rganizations apply, when 
they mcorporate, to become 
either what is called by the In­
ternal Revenue Service an S. 
~O t-C-3 0\ C-4 corporation. Sec­
tIOn 50 I IS the section within 
the Internal Revenue Code un­
~er which nonprofit organiza­
tions may apply to incorporate. 
C-3 and C-4 are two of the 19 
categories under Section 50 t. 
Nonprofit organizations whose 
primary interests are educa­
tional, charitable, religious or 
scientific may be accorded ~or­
porate status by the Internal 
~evenue Se~v.ice under the priv­
Ileged conditions of these sub­
sections of the tax laws. Incor­
poration under either relieves 
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an organization of the obliga­
tion to pay income tax. Addi­
tionally, preferential postage 
rates are generally available. 

Groups incorporated under 
S. 501-C-3 are more restricted 
by their corporate status in how 
much legislative advocacy they 
can do than are those incorpo­
rated under S. 50 l-C-4. Though 
recent amendments have 1005-

~ned n:s~r!ctions on the lobby­
I~g actiVities of C-3 organiza­
tIOns, they are still limited to 
spending no more than 20 per­
cent of. their annual proposed 
expenditures on lobbying. (The 
percentage is less for incomes 
~ver $500,000 a year.) Dona­
tIOns and grants to C-3 organi­
zations are tax deductible by 
the donor. 

Important considerations, 
then, in determining whether to 
seek C-3 instead of C-4 status 
are: (1) how much of your total 
expenditure do you want to be 
free to commit to lobbying, and 
(2) how big do you expect tax 
~eductible donations and grants 
trom tax-exempt foundations to 
be in your income. An organi­
zation incorporated under C-4 
wiII not endanger its tax-exempt 
status by legislative advocacy so 
long as its evidenced social wel­
fare goals require legislation 
and the corporation engages in 
lobb.yi!lg to achieve such goals. 
Unlike donations to C-3 corpo­
rations, however, donations to 
C-4 corporations are not tax de­
ductible by the donor. 

The Internal Revenue Serv­
i~e has prepared a comprehen­
sive booklet, How to Apply for 
Recognition of Exemption for an 
Organization, Publication 557, 



detailing the forms and proce­
dures necessary for making ap­
plication for recognition of non­
profit incorporation status. This 
booklet can be purchased for 
40 cents from the Superintend­
ent of Documents, U.S. Govern­
ment Printing Office, Washing­
ton, DC 20402. 

Grants 
If you decide to seek 

grants, there is an excellent 
publication that can alert you to 
all sorts of funding possibilities 
within government and from 
private foundations. The Grants­
manship Center News is published 
six times a year by the Grants­
manship Center, 1015 W. Olym­
pic Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 
90015. Subscriptions are $15 a 
year. 

If consumer education is a 
goal for your group, you may 
want to investigate possibilities 
for obtaining funds from the 
Consumers' Education Program 
administered by the U.S. Office 
of Education (USOE), a part of 
the Department of Health, Ed­
ucation, and Welfare. The Con­
gress passed legislation requir­
ing establishment of this 
program back in' 1972 but did 
not appropriate funds to sup­
port i1 until two years later. 
Grants have been awarded an­
nually since 1976. The appro­
priation is very small as far as 
Federal programs go-only a lit­
tle over $3 million for each of 
the first two years. That amount 
was recently raised to $4 million 
for the fis~al year 1978. 

Communi~y consumer 
groups are eligible to apply for 
grants along with higher educa-

tion institutions, State and local 
education agencies, and other 
public and private nonprofit or­
ganizations. To find out more 
about the program contact: Di­
rector, Office of Consumers' 
Education, U.S. Office of Edu­
cation, Washington, DC 20202. 
If you have never applied for a 
Federal grant before, you might 
also ask for their free publica­
tion, ~l You Are Writing Your 
First Proposal. 

Affiliation With Other Groups 
Although your first priority 

in a local consumer group will 
be to respond to local needs 
and issues, you should also tind 
out how the national consumer 
groups can lend a hand in your 
organizing or educational ef­
forts. You also might find it 
advan~ageous at times to be af­
filiated with a larger network of 
local consumer organizations. 
Here is a rundown of how three 
national consumer organizations 
work and what they have to 
offer to local consumer groups. 

Consumer Federation of 
America (CFA) was founded in 
1967. It is a federation of 215 
national, State, and local non­
profit organizations. Its mem­
bers include Consumers Union, 
cooperatives. and credit union 
leagues, State and local con­
sumer organizations, and na­
tional labor unions. Associate 
membership is open to non­
profit institutional organiza­
tions, inclu,ding State and local 
government agencies and aca·· 
demic groups. Consumer groups 
who want to affiliate with CF A 
must fulfill the following re­
quirements: file an application 
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accompanied by dues; submit a 
copy of the group's constitution 
and bylaws or a statement of 
purpose, policies, and program; 
be approved for membership by 
a majority of the CF A Board of 
Directors. Dues are based on 
the number of members an or­
ganization has: $50 is the mini­
mum, $365 the maximum 
amount of dues. Membership 
entitles the group to receive 
CF A publications and to vote in 
the annual meeting. The num­
ber of votes each organization 
is entitled to varies according to 
its size up to a maximum of 10 
votes, 

One component of CFA, 
the State and Local Organizing 
Project, was developed specifi­
cally to assist the development 
of State and local consumer or­
ganizations. The project has 
available four case studies, writ­
ten in 1975, which are still being 
requested by new groups. They 
are: How to Prepare a Candidate 
SUr1ley, How to Prepare a Lifeline 
ProjJosa/, How to Acti<late Small 
Claims Court, and How to Form a 
Consumer Complaint Group. Ex­
cept for the first case study, all 
the reports were prepared by 
State or local consumer groups, 
based on their own experiences. 
The price for the -case studies 
varies from 25 cents to $1. 

The project also publishes 
a monthly newsletter, The Action 
Faction, fQcusing on the activities 
of local groups. In 1976, the 
project entered into a coopera­
tive agreement with CF A's edu­
cational arm, the Paul Douglas 
Research Center, to administer 
a $110,000 grant frolJ1 USOE's 
Office of Consumers' Educa-
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tion. The grant was to establish 
a comprehensive program for 
the education and training of 
community-based leaders and 
organizations. The project con­
sisted of three parts. The first 
task was to expand production 
and distribution of The Action 
Faction. The second: to produce 
special indepth publications on 
consumer issues for community 
leaders. Finally, the project con­
ducted a 2-day training confer­
ence for consumer leaders in 
June 1977. 

With or without the Federal 
grant, the State and Local Or­
ganizing Project is an ongoing 
part of CFA. As this handbook 
was written, a subscription to 
The Action Faction was free, cov­
ered by grant monies. Con­
sumer groups might also be in­
terested in obtaining a copy of 
the CF A Directory of State and 
Local Consumer Groups, which 
costs $2. For more information 
about CFA, its publications, or 
the State and Local Organizing 
Project, contact: Consumer Fed­
eration of America, ] 0 12 14th 
St., NW., Washington, DC 
20005. 

National Consumers Con­
gress (NCe) entered the na­
tional scene as a result of the 
1973 meat boycott. It considers 
itself a "grassroots, m,ass mem­
bership organization" but in late 
1975 opened formal affiliations 
to consumer groups. Approxi­
mately 25 groups have affiliated 
with NCC. Affiliation dues are 
$35 a year. Individual member­
ships, which number about 
2,000, are $]0 a year. Both 
types of memberships include a 
subscription to the NCC news­
letter, Common Sense. 



Nee directs its research to 
food, agriculture, and energy. 
A key difference between NeC 
and CF A is the way the organi­
zations are structured. CF A's 
board is selected at large from 
its membership; NCC's board is 
drawn on a regional basis, with 
the belief that this will help 
organize strong regional consti­
tuencies. NCC also has an edu­
cation affiliate, the National 
Consumer Resource Center. 

At publication time and be­
cause of financial restrictions, 
NCC could not promise to give 
technical assistanc,e to any local 
groups. But staff members were 
encouraging groups to continue 
to affiliate with N CC, to give 
groups a sense of "belonging to 
a national organization." For 
more information contact: Na­
tional Consumers Congress, 
Room 209, 1346 Connecticut 
Ave., NW' j Washington, DC 
20036. 

The National Consumers 
League (NeL) is known as the 
"pioneer consumer organiza­
tion," having been established 
in 1899. Its original goal was to 
fight for economic justice, in­
cluding minimum wage laws, oc­
cupational safety, and abolition 
of sweatshops and child labor. 
Now, according to its literature, 
it concentrates on issues of con­
sumer representation, product 
safety, food, credit, and insur­
ance .. Part of its advocacy work 
includes discussions and debates 
with labor and business on tQ.P­
ics such as setting of standards, 
regulatory reform, minimum 
wage, care-labeling of clothing, 
and communications policy. 
NCL is based on individual 

memberships. Dues are $10 a 
year and include a subscription 
to the bimonthly newsletter, the 
Bulletin. 

Publications of the League 
which would be useful to those 
starting consumer groups in­
clude: Model of Consumer Action; 
Model of Consumer Action: Health 
Services; and Model C?f' Consumer 
Action: Food Marketing System. 
They are 25 cents each. The 
food and health guides outline 
ways in which consumers could 
finance, structure, and operate 
programs in those two topic 
areas to help consumers make 
rational choices in the market­
place, participate in policymak­
ing decisions, and settle griev­
ances. 

The N CL was also the re-
cipient of a 1976 Federal con­
sumer education grant to train 
local consumer leaders and 
members of community service 
organizations in consumer rights 
in warranties and credit. The 
trained leaders will, in turn, 
train other consumers in their 
rights. 

For more information con­
tact: National Consumers Lea­
gue, 1785 Massachusetts Ave., 
NW., Washington, DC 20036. 

These organizations are all 
clearly identified as national 
consumer groups. But as you 
build your own consumer orga­
nization; you will want to look 
at other groups-some con­
nected to the consumer move­
ment, some more broadly' de­
fined as "public interest" groups, 
some which simply just latched 
on to the basic elements for 
building any successful organi­
zation-to see whether any of 
their resources and/or struc-
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tures can be adopted to your 
own. Here are some sugges­
tions. 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 

The Washington Center for 
the Study of Services, with the 
help of grants from a number 
of sources, rates services in the 
Washington metropolitan area 
and publishes a quarterly maga­
zine to report those ratings. The 
idea is to ha ve a localized Con­
sumer Reports type of magazine, 
concentrating not on products 
but on services (which now ac­
count for more than a third of 
every consumer dollar spent). 
If your group is interested in a 
similar venture-and the Center 
believes it essential that you al­
ready have a group in place to 
publish a service magazine-you 
should get a copy of their re­
port, Guide for Starting a Local 
Service Evaluation Magazine, 
available from: Program Devel­
opment, Office of Consumer 
Affairs, Department of Health, 
Education, and Welfare, Room 
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602 Reporters Buildinp'. Wash­
ington, DC 2020 I. 

Before launching the mag­
azine, the Center surveyed con­
sumers and determined that 
consumers are, indeed, inter­
ested in service information. Ac­
cording to the Guide, a magazine 
is only one way of providing 
the information. Other possibil­
ities include publishing infor­
mation in a newspaper, having 
consumer groups give "seals of 
approval" to evaluated establish­
ments, or setting up a telephone 
information system for con­
sumers seeking service informa­
tion. "Each of the possible ap­
proaches has advantages and 
disadvantages with regard to fi­
nancial viability, credibility, con­
venience and reliability. But all 
are similar in many respects. 
This guide focuses on one 
model ... but much that is said 
would. be equally applicable to 
other models," the Guide ob­
serves. 16 

As noted earlier, the labor 
movement has served as the 
forerunner for some of the 



methods used to settle con­
sumer disputes. At least one la­
bor union, the United Auto 
Workers, has also produced a 
publication for its members that 
is equally applicable to any 
group interested in organizing 
consumers. Consumer's Manual 
for Setting up an EJIective Labor 
Union/CAP Council Consumer 
Committee is published by the 
Consumer Affairs Department 
of the UA W. The introduction 
explains how a consumer affairs 
committee of a local union can 
benefit union members arid 
what services the committee can 
provide. An important lesson to 
be learned here is the advantage 
in getting persons who are al­
ready organized-in this case, 
local unions-involved in con­
sumer issues. The Manual gives 
useful advice for handling com­
plaints through the committee, 
taking political action, getting 
publicity, cooperating with other 
community groups, andeducat­
ing union members on con­
sumer issues ("a permanent way 
of helping"). One idea is to hold 
buying workshops so members 
who may be making similar pur­
chases-appliances, cars, insur­
ance, homes-cal]. evaluate and 
compare products and services. 
"You might be able to use the 
lessons you learned and the in­
formation you get to put to­
gether a shopping guide about 
that project." The Manual is 
available for $1 from: UAW 
Consumer Affairs Department, 
8000 E. Jefferson Ave., Detroit, 
MI48214. 

Allother well-organized 
movement which has resources 
adaptable to consumer groups 

is the volunteer movement. The 
National Center for Voluntary 
Action is a private, nonprofit 
organization founded in 1970 
to "stimulate new responses to 
America's most pressing needs 
through the greater recognition, 
utilization and coordination of 
volunteers." Volunteers, of 
course, are the lifeblood of most 
consumer groups. But volun­
teers are also active in such 
fields as mental health, correc­
tions, the handicapped, trans­
portation, and the environment. 
"Volunteers are volunteers," ac­
cording to the NCVA spokes­
person. And volunteer groups 
(and any paid staff that admin­
ister the group's programs) face 
common problems which in­
clude finding funds, generating 
publicity, and developing pro­
grams. NCVA publications and 
services address those basic 
needs. A free pamphlet, NCVA 
Technical Services, will help you 
eval uate how the volunteer 
model and accompanying mate­
rials can be put to best use by 
your grassroots consumer orga­
nization. It is available from: 
National Center for Voluntary 
Action, Technical Services Divi­
sion, 1214 16th St., NW., Wash­
ington, DC 200S6. 

A resource not to be over­
looked by the con'sumer organ­
izer in 865 areas of the Nation 
is the Community Action 
Agency established by the Fed­
eral Community Services 
,Administration to attack poverty 
by whatever means are most 
appropriate locaily. 

Community action agencies 
exist in every State, although 
not all areas of the State are 
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served. Some, especially those 
in larger metropolitan areas, 
may be part of the local govern­
ment, whereas more rural agen­
cies may be nonprofit corpora­
tions. 

All submit operating budg­
ets to one of 10 regional offices, 
and allocations are then made 
by the Federal Administration. 
Since no funds for expansion 
are currently available, no new 
agencies are being formed. 

While many community ac­
tion agencies operate on fairly 
substantial budgets, they do not 
have a lot of money available to 
directly assist community 
groups. If they choose, some 
agencies may allocate funds for 
consumer programs under local 
initiative mOIley. 

However, community ac­
tion agencies can offer consid­
erable assistance other than fi­
nancial. They can assist in 
planning; identify sources of 
fundi~g, possibly making con­
nections with persons important 
in securing funding; attempt to 
get funding for the organization 
themselves; link the organiza­
tion into some of their existing 
programs; provide space in one 
of their facilities or assist in 
finding office space; and offer 
training. 

Not all agencies can offer 
all of these services, but most 
are experienced in seeking 
funds and have knowledge of 
existing grants. 

The Community Services 
Administration dropped the 
emphasis on training. a couple 
of years ago; however, many 
local agencies have continued to 
offer the service. Some have 
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regular trainers on their staffs, 
who not only provide experi­
ence in community organizing 
but also offer training for spe­
cifIC skills. These agencies will 
call in outside consultants if the 
trainers are not familiar with 
the particular kind of training a 
group seeks. There is a charge 
for training, but it is applied on 
a sliding scale according to a 
group's ability to pay. 

Most local agencies do not 
use community action as part of 
their name-for example, Ac­
tion for Boston Comm unity De­
velopment or Econom:c Ac­
tion Atlanta-so finding a local 
agency in the phone book may 
be difficult. The best route is 
probably to contact the county 
board of supervisors to find if 
your community has such a pro­
gram, or contact the governor's 
office to find where within the 
State such agencies exist. 

Information on local pro­
grams can also be obtained by 
writing the Community Services 
Administration, 1200 19th St., 
NW., Washington, DC 20505, 
Attention: Public Affairs Office. 
Name the county, or counties, 
you are interested in when writ­
ing. 

Another resource which 
can be helpful to consumer or­
ganizations in certain areas of 
the Nation is the Public Interest 
Law Center. There were 92 cen­
ters in the United States in 
1976. Residents of the north­
east, particularly the Washing­
ton, DC, and New York areas, 
were most likely to have access 
to them at that time. The north­
east claimed 52 firms, the south 



6, the midwest 7, and the west 
21. 

Some public interest law 
groups concentrate on disad­
vantaged minorities programs 
while others specialize in gen­
eral population issues. However, 
the range of issues runs through 
consumer and environmental 
protection, land and energy use, 
tax reform, occupational health 
and safety, health care, media 
access, corporate responsibility, 
~ducation reform, employment 
benefits, and manpower train­
ing. 

In dealing with.these issues 
the centers employ administra­
tive agency actions,. in vestigative 
research, arbitration, negotia­
tion, public education, litigation, 
and lobbying. 

Financing such centers is a 
problem and, according to the 
Council for Public Interest Law, 
firms which tackle State and lo­
cal problems feel the financial 
pinch most severely. Each firm 
must depend on contributions 
and grants to keep going, and 
budgets and capabilities vary 
greatly amohg firms. 

Large law firms and local 
bar associations can provide the 
address of public interest law 
centers within their areas. In 
addition, the Council on Public 
Interest Law has recently pub­
lished a report entitled Balanc­
~ng the Scales of Justice: Financing 
Public Interest Law in America. 
The report details the history, 
record, and financing of public 
interest law; and appendixes in­
clude a list of public interest 
centers and Federal statutes a u­
thorizing the award of attor-

ney's fees. It is available for 
$3.50 fyom the Council for Pub­
lic Interest Law, Suite 420, 1250 
Connecticut Ave., NW. Wash­
ington, DC 20036. 

Sometimes groups which 
effectively tackle consumer is­
sues prefer to be identified 
more broadly as citizens or com­
munity organizations. A monthly 
newsletter, Just Economics, keeps 
its readers informed of food, 
health, and energy projects 
being undertaken by commu­
nity groups across the country. 
The newsletter is all that re­
mains of what was another na­
tional organization, the Move­
ment for Economic Justice. The 
decision to abandon the national 
organization but to continue 
publication of the newsletter 
was based on several factors. A 
letter addressed "Dear Friends" 
in the June 1976 issue explains 
the decision of the Movement 
staff: "We've r~ected the idea 
of creating a national organiza­
tion from the top down. There 
are already too many 'paper' 
organizations without any grass­
roots base .... But we are a 
little disappointed that we aren't 
being put out of business by a 
national organization created by 
the network of local groups 
we've worked with. Perhaps we 
have not been forceful enough 
in trying to create it. Perhaps 
our operation has been a barrier 
to it and our closing will facili­
tate it. At the very least, we 
hope our decision will encour­
age some serious discussion of 
where economic justice organiz­
ing is going."17 The address is: 
Just Economics, 1735 T St., NW., 
Washington, DC 20009. Sub-
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scription rates vary according to 
income. 

If your consumer group 
concentrates on one topic area, 
such as energy or food, you 
could also check out the re­
sources of national public inter­
est organizations that deal in 
those areas. The Power Line, a 
monthly newsletter published by 
the Environmental Action 
Foundation (EAF), reports on 
utility rate structure reform, 
rate increases, nuclear power, 
public power and citizen organ­
izing efforts. Subscriptions are 
$15 a year (regular) and $7.50 
a year for citizen groups. The 
Environmental Action Founda­
tion also has a computerized Ji"t 
of "utility activists," covering all 
50 States and the District of 
Columbia. Individual State util­
ity activist lists are available 
from EAF for $1.50 per list. 
For more information contact: 
Utility Project, Environmental 
Action Foundation, 724 Dupont 
Circle Building, Washington, 
DC 20036. 

The Center for Science in 
the Public Interest (CSPI), also 
based in Washington, DC, has 
both an energy project and a 
food project. The energy proj­
ect publishes a monthly newslet­
ter, People and Energy, which re­
ports on utilities, solar energy, 
nuclear power, Federal regula­
tory action, citizen group action 
and resources. Subscriptions are 
$7.50 a year for individuals. 
The project also has a list of 
citizen groups around the coun­
try who are working on "life­
line" utility rates. 

The CSPI food project puts 
out a monthly newsletter, Nutri-
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tion Action, which focuses on cor­
porate food activities, Federal 
actions, and local community 
food activists. Subscriptions are 
$10 a year. For more informa­
tion about either CSPI project 
contact: Center for Science in 
the Public Interest, ,1757 SSt., 
NW., Washington, DC 20009. 

Within the Nader frame­
work are a number of special 
interest organizations which de­
veloped from the original Cen­
ter for Study of Responsive 
Law. Most concentrate on re­
searching and advocating issues 
of national concern, such as nu­
clear power and corporate re­
sponsibility. 

However, Nader has re­
peatedly emphasized the impor­
tance of consumers forming 
grassroots organizations to con­
front problems of this kind at 
the local level. To assist in this 
effort, the National Public In­
terest Research Group (parent 
of student PIRG's across the 
country) has published A Public 
Citizen's Action Manual, which of· 
fers suggestions for organizing 
citizen groups, lobbying, and 
possible projects. 

In addition, a series of proj­
ect "cookbooks" is available, 
which explains-as specifically 
as recipe books-how to organ­
ize around a particular issue. 

Both the Action Manual and 
a list of the "cookbooks" are 
available free from the National 
Public Interest Research Group, 
1832 M St., NW., Washington, 
DC 20036. 

As your group grows you 
will probably come across the 
names of other national organi­
zations you will want .to contact 



for ideas, newsletters, or just 
plain inspiration. Establishing 
national ties, though, will not 
be worth much if your group is 
not strong locally. Touching 
base with only a few of the 
above contacts should serve as 
an effective means for eventu­
ally making contact with the 
others. 

ADVICE FROM EIGHT 
SEASONED LEADERS 

Eight seasoned consumer 
leaders were polled for answers 
to these questions: 1H 

An~ there ways to help as~ 
sure your organization of suc­
cess? 

What pitfalls should the 
new consumer organizer avoid? 

The consumer leaders say 
you should: 

(1) Build a dues-paying 
membership. Enable your mem­
bers to subcribe to a cause. 
"Your program should be worth 
people's making an investment." 

(2) Publish a newsletter (or 
some type of regular communi­
cation). 

(3) Learn how others have 
succeeded. If this means finding 
an organization that is doing 
what your group wants to do 
and paying them to teach you, 
it's worth it. 

(4) Involve new members 
in projects and planning ses­
sions right after they've joined, 
so that they aren't ignored when 
their enthusiasm is highest. 

(5) Give credit to people 
who do the work. "Share the 
goodies: The president should 
never miss the opportunity to 
take someone along to the TV 
station. It gets tiresome picket­
ing and never getting any 
credit." 

(6) Disperse responsibility. 
"It is important that the organi­
zation continue to function even 
if a crucial person leaves the 
organization. You need multi­
headed leadership." 

(7) Regard the business af­
fairs of the organization in a 
business-like manner. "Because 
you are volunteer and non­
profit doesn't mean you can ig­
nore the nitty gritty of operat­
ing efficiently. Budget a year at 
a time, including your projected 
income and its resources. Re­
view and adjust your projected 
income and expenses quarterly." 

(8) Review your priorities 
periodically, with maximum 
membership participation. 

On the other hand, the 
leaders had these caveats for 
new consumer groups. They 
warned: 

(1) Don't just service com­
plaints. "It's depressing. There's 
nothing else for the members 
to do. It doesn't build a group 
feeling. Only a few members 
can share in a success. The pub­
lie gets to thinking of you as a 
place to complain and that's all," 
said one leader. Another cau­
tioned, "You need some broad 
issues that have meaning to lots 
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of different people, members 
and non-members." 

(2) Don't insist on doing 
something yourself because you 
think you can do it better than 
anybody else. "You've got to 
delegate-challenge-grow new 
people." 

(3) Don't speak out on is­
sues before you are completely 
prepared. "Just once lose 'your 
credibility and you have noth­
ing," said one person. 

(4) Don't commit the orga­
nization to something the mem­
bers are not committed to. 
"Keep activities of the group 
relevant to the members. Local 
groups respond to problems on 
the local level." 

(5) Don't let your energies 
be deflected into activities that 
are not building the movement. 
"Legislative action won't build 
membership," was one observa­
tion. Another: "You can't build 
an organization if you ignore 
pocketbook issues that speak to 
your members and get wrapped 
up in some arcane regulatory 
matter in Washington in which 
only you can participate." 
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(6) Don't get most of your 
funding from a single source. 
"When we were first getting 
started, we got a grant. We lived 
on that for I I months and for­
got about building membership. 
It almost did us in," one leader 
recalled. Another said, "When 
too much of your income comes 
from one member group or one 
source, you get to counting on 
it too much. You get dependent. 
In making programs you are 
too responsive· to the priorities 
of that member." 

(7) Don't underestimate the 
importance of a good board of 
directors. Said one leader, 
"Board members don't need to 
be prominent in the community. 
They need to care about the 
group's program, have the re­
spect of the members, and be 
willing to give time and make 
hard decisions to help it suc­
ceed." 

(8) Don't be frightened 
away from ever considering hir­
ing paid staff. "Sometimes there 
comes a point when it is more 
wasteful not to, so don't set your 
mind against it from the start," 
a leader cautioned from experi­
ence. 



CHAPTER THREE 

Professional Training 
and Consull1er 
Representation 
Opportunities 

Consumer groups have 
tight agendas: some members 
may be working on the monthly 
newsletter, others testifying at 
the State Capitol, and still others 
picketing an unscrupulous mer­
chant. Can more activities be 
squeezed in? This chapter de­
scribes two additional kinds of 
activities your group might find 
worthwhile to pursue: partici­
pation in consumer advocacy 
training programs and partici­
pation as "consumer represen­
tatives" in government and in­
dustry policymaking forums. 

TRAINING 

Most consumer advocates 
receive training on the job. But 
you may find it advantageous 
to seize a week or a long week­
end to attend a group training 
session or seminar offered by a 
university, another consumer 
organization, the cooperatives, 
or a community group. Here is 
a brief description of training 
possibilities. 

U ni versities 
The University of Wiscon­

sin-Extension Center for Con­
sumer Affairs designs programs 
specifically for consumer group 
leaders and consumer represen­
tatives in State and local govern­
ment. Participants attend from 
all parts of the country. Recur­
ring programs include a 4-day 
training program for consumer 
protection professionals and a 
summer 3~day seminar for di­
rectors of consumer agencies 
and consumer leaders at the 
State and local level. Other ot:­
ferings include the art of advo­
cacy, newsletter production, 
uses of the media, and back~ 
grounding sessions on substan­
tive areas of consumer concern 
such as food stamps, nutrition 
and food labeling, and health 
maintenance organizations. For 
more information contact: Cen­
ter for Consumer Affairs, Uni­
versity of Wisconsin-Extension, 
929 N. 6th Street, Milwaukee, 
WI 53203. 

Other innovative training 
for consumer advocates and 

45 



consumer education teachers in­
clude weekend courses offered 
by the University of Alabama, 
classes for low-income con­
sumers given at Wayne State 
University in Detroit, MI, and a 
workshop for those int~rested 
in consumer advocacy In gov­
ernment at Syracuse University. 

To find out more about 
university workshop progra~s 
in general, and also those UnI­
versities which have degree pro­
grams in the consumer field, 
consult Educational and Career 
Opportunities in the Consu"!er 
Field, by Dr. John Burton, assIst­
ant professor ~f co~sum~r stud­
ies at the UnIversity of Utah. 
The publication is available for. 
$1.75 from: Department of 
Family and Consumer Studies, 
University of Utah, Salt Lake 
City, UT 84412. 

Before you leave home to 
get the training you want, ho~­
ever look into your nearest UnI­
versity or community college to 
see what can be developed to 
meet your individual and your 
group's train~n&" ne~ds. To meet 
the communIty s higher educa­
tional needs is why they are 
there. Business and agriculture 
and the service industries make 
their training needs known and 

h f' expect to have t em met. \..;~n-
sumer groups have equal claim 
upon public education re­
sources. 

Generally, universities now 
face declining full-time student 
enrollments and have a recently 
renewed interest in the adult 
student. If you are not near a 
university, ask your county ex­
tension office to request the 
land-grant college in your State 
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to try to provide the traini!1g 
you need in youl." commun.lty 
through its statewide extension 
service. 

Consumer Groups 
Your decision to affiliate 

with a national consumer orga­
nization will also bring you in 
contact with any training pro­
grams the organization is off:er­
ing. The Consumer Federation 
of America, for instance, holds 
workshops on a variety of sub­
stantive and skill-training topics 
at meetings accompanying its 
annual Consumer Assembly. 
Special funds are usually set 
aside to enable members of con­
sumer groups to attend the As­
sembly, held in Washington in 
late January or early February 
of each year. 

The American Council on 
Consumer Interests (ACCI), an 
organization of consumer edu­
cators, hosts an annual meeting 
and publishes two newsletters, 
The Journal oj' Consumer A.ff(Iirs 
and the Consumer Education 
Forum for teachers. For more 
infnrmation contact: American 
Council on Consumer Interests, 
162 Stanley Hall, University of 
Missouri, Columbia, MO 6520 I. 

The Conference of Con­
sumer Organizations (COCO), 
which includes members from 
government, industry, and com­
munity groups, holds an annual 
consumer symposium in Tuc­
son, AZ, and training programs 
on specific topic areas in various 
parts of the country throughout 
the year. For more information 
contact: Conference of Con­
sumer Organizations, Box 4277, 
Tucson, AZ 85717. 



The American Council on 
Consumer Interests and the 
Conference of Consumer Orga­
nizations have initiated a joint 
internship program for con­
sumer professionals. Applicants 
need a faculty sponsor and must 
be candidates for a graduate 
degree. If accepted for the pro­
gram they receive a 2-day inten­
sive 'orientation and then work 
15 weeks at $100 a week in the 
agency or business underwriting 
the $3,000 cost of the intern­
ship. A few Federal agencies 
have been among the early un­
derwriters. 

More training programs 
will be coming into being among 
consumer groups. Several of the 
first grants made by the Office 
of Consumers' Education in 
September 1976 went to con­
sumer groups to use to develop 
training programs. 

Coopcrati vc's 
Farmers have for years 

been joining together as pro­
ducers, and also sometimes as 
consumers (of fuel oil, for ex­
ample) to improve their bar­
gaining position in the market­
place. Their co-ops often 
affiliate together on a State ba­
sis. Where farming is a major 
industry, as in Iowa, Missouri, 
Wisconsin, Minnesota, New 
York, and Texas, the State lea­
gues and/or the large co-ops 
car.ry on training programs for 
members, leaders, and paid 
staff in order to develop effec­
tive leadership and good man­
agement. Often these are held 
at the land-grant college in the 
State, or benefit from having 

university .faculty as workshop 
leaders. 

Consumer cooperatives, 
which are springing up rapidly 
now, and probably consumer 
'Jrganizations generally, are wel­
comed into these development 
training programs. For more in­
formation on where and when 
these opportunities might be 
available near you, contact 
American Institute of Coopera­
tives, 1129 20th Street, NW., 
Washington, DC 20036, or your 
State league. 

Large consumer co-ops such 
as the Consumers Cooperative 
of Berkeley, CA, and some in 
the midwest hold workshops 
each summer along with their 
family summer camp, combin­
ing training with recreation and 
relaxation. For more informa­
tion contact Robert Neptune, 
General Manager, Associated 
Cooperatives, 4805 Central Ave., 
Richmond, CA 94804. 

Industry 

The J. C. Penney Co. ofters 
a once-a-year training program 
at its New York City headquar­
ters for a select group of con­
sumers, educators, and industry 
per<;ons to be updated on con­
sumer issues and to exchange 
ideas. For more information 
contact: David Schoenfeld, J. C. 
Penney CO' I Inc., 1301 Avenue 
of the Americas, New York, NY 
100 I O. 

The Society of Consumer 
Affairs Professionals in Busi­
ness, numbering more than 700 
members, holds a National Con- . 
sumer Affairs Exchange in con­
nection with their annual Sep-
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tember meeting. It includes 
workshops, case studies, indus­
try seminars, and exhibits. For 
more information contact: Soci­
ety of Consumer Affairs Profes­
sionals, 1430 K St., NW., #901, 
Washington, DC 20005. 

Other 
Some training programs 

are not identified specifically for 
"consumer" groups. One type 
of training which has elements 
useful to consumer organizers 
is that offered by the Midwest 
Academy in Chicago, and in­
spired by the late community 
organizer Saul Alinsky. Similar 
training centers can also be 
found in other parts of the 
country. The Academy's train­
ing sessions focus on organizing, 
social change, fund raising, and 
research. For more information 
contact: Midwest Academy, 600 
W. Fullerton Ave., Chicago, IL 
60614. 

Another organization that 
does training for community 
group leaders interested in nu­
trition programs and food mar­
keting generally is the Commu­
nity Nutrition Institute, 19'10 K 
St., NW., Washington, DC 
20006. 

Most of the training listed 
above requires a fee but in sev­
eral instances organizations pro­
vide scholarships to consumer 
group members. 

PUBLIC PARTICIPA TION/ 
CONSUMER REPRESENT A­

TION 
The increase in training 

possibilities for consumer lead­
ers may be directly linked to 
the growing evidence that con-
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sumer representation is now a 
profession. As you sharpen your 
skill: on the job, and as you 
take part in the additional train­
ing offered in workshops and 
seminars, you also become more 
capable of expressing a con­
sumer viewpoint to policymak­
ing boards and councils within 
government and the private sec­
tor. 

In some cases, consumers 
have demanded-and earned­
a voice in government policy­
making. Federal law now re­
quires that consumers have a 
role in health planning at both 
the local and State level; con­
sumers can now be compen­
sated with public funds for pre­
paring and giving testimony in 
proceedings of the Federal 
Trade Commission; consumer 
representatives are nominated 
and voted on by consumer lead­
ers to serve as paid consumer 
representatives on subcommit­
tees of Food and Drug Admin­
istration (FDA) panels, parallel 
with industry reIJresentatives. In 
1976 the FDA invited several 
consumer groups to participate, 
on a pilot basis, in FDA's annual 
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priority-setting process. Sixteen 
organizations ranked FDA pro­
grams in mail "ballots." Their 
rankings were compiled and 
made known to the agency's top 
management. Other circumstan­
ces may be less formalized, with 
government or industry calling 
in qualified consumer represen­
tatives for adviw before making 
important decisiom. Again, it 
will be up to members of your 
group 'to decide how much ef­
fort to devote to these public 
participation processes. Some of 
the concern for adding a con­
sumer voice to policymaking is 
a genuine response to consumer 
demands; other schemes to in­
stitutionalize the "consumer 
voice" in regulatory and admin­
istrative areas are merely win­
dow dressing-good public re­
lations. Because the possibilities 
exist, they should be explored 
and, if necessary, made more 
realistic. Here is a list of possi­
bilities. 

Industry 
Many companies have insti­

tutionalized consumer represen­
tation; by one count, more than 
300 corporations have con­
sumer affairs departments. But 
not all industries rely just on 
their in-house consumer affairs 
employees to learn consumer 
viewpoints. For example, Stop 
and Shop Companies, Inc., have 
set up Consumer Boards in six 
States where members of the 
chain are located. Board mem­
bers serve one-year terms and 
attend meetings four or five 
times a year to advise the local 
stores on such items as unit 

pricing, house brands, or quality 
of service. 

For more information con­
tact: Stop and Shop Companies, 
Inc., Consumer Affairs Depart­
ment, P.O. Box 369, Boston, 
MA 02101. 

Toyota Motor Sales, USA, 
Inc., decided to find out what 
consumers wanted in the way 
of product information before 
going to press with their 1976 
Owners Manual and new prod­
uct sales literature. In both 
cases, a panel of consumers was 
assembled to advise Toyota of­
ficials and, in the case of the 
Owners Manual, to give sugges­
tions to the technical writer who 
would be putting together the 
final publication. Explained 
Toyota's national consumer re­
lations manager: "By getting 
this information early and using 
it in our consumer literature, 
we could head off future prob­
lems and misunderstanding.")H 
For more information contact: 
Toyota Motor Sales, USA, Inc., 
2055 W. 190th St., Torrance, 
CA 90509. 

The Society of Consumer 
Affairs Professionals (see p. 47) 
has recently established a "con­
sumer group liaison committee" 
but at publication time the 
group was just getting formally 
organized. 

Local Government 
Mayor's st.udy committees, 

citizen review boards, advisory 
boards to the building inspec­
tion department or the health 
department-these and many 
more like them offer opportu­
nities to take your consumer 
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----------------------------, 

group's problems to local gov­
ernment. 

Ask the mayor's office and 
the county commissioner's office 
for a list of citizen advisory 
hoards and the upcoming ap­
pointments to them. If your 
members have a consumer 
problem no agency seems au­
thorized to meet, ask that a city 
or county committee be ap­
pointed to study and make rec­
ommendations. Then request 
that you or some of your group 
volunteers be on it. 

One small group of women 
in Greenburgh, NY, were con­
cerned about the junk fdod sold 
through vending machines at 
their children's school. They 
went to the school board whose 
members, though attentive to 
their presentation, had major 
matters like budgets and declin­
ing enrollments on their agenda. 
The board took action, how­
ever. It designated the women 
as a com mittee of the board to 
work on the junk food vending 
problem. Now officially repre­
senting the board, the women 
sought out the company behind 
the vending machines, took the 
issue to the public and-happy 
ending-got more nutritious 
food dispensed to their chil­
dren. 

The enactment of the Na­
tional Health Planning and Re­
sources Development Act of 
1974 firmly established ~ deci­
sion-making role for consumers 
in the delivery of health care. 

The Nation has been di­
vided into local health service 
areas, each with a population of 
500,000 to 3 million. ·Within 
each area a Health Systems 
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Agency (HSA) must be estab­
lished, with a governing body 
consisting of a sim pie majority 
of consumers of health services 
(up to a maximum of 60 per­
cent). HSA's may also establish 
sub-area committees (also with 
a consumer majority) to advise 
them. 

A Statewide Health Coordi­
nating Council oversees the op­
erations of all HSA's which fall 
wholly or partly within a State's 
boundaries. The governor ap­
points at least 16 HSA represen­
tatives to the council; at least 
half of them must be con­
sumers. 

At the highest level, t}1I~ 
Secretary of Health, Educa­
tion, and Welfare appoints a 15-
member National Council on 
Health Planning and Deveiop­
ment, of which at least five 
members must be consumers. 

As the structure indicates, 
the recent law provides con­
sumers a role all the way from 
the county up to the national 
level. By becoming involved you 
have the opportunity to elimi­
nate waste in health care as well 
as improve the delivery of pri­
mary care. 

Trimming the Fat o.fT Health 
Care Costs: A Consumer's Guide to 
Taking Over Health Pla.nning ex­
plains in detail the role con­
sumers and consumer groups 
should be assuming as the new 
HSA's take shape. To make cer­
tain that dominance over health 
plam.:ng is shifted from provi­
ders to consumers of health 
care, the handbook details what 
to do while your HSA is still 
conditionally approved and be­
fore it becomes fully approved. 
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The handbook is available 
for $2 from Health Research 
Group, 2000 PSt., NW., Wash­
ington, DC 20036. 

State Government 
How your hair stylist is 

trained, how much outdoor 
space your child's day-care center 
must have, what size cartons 
milk may be sold in, who can 
operate on bunions, whether 
drug prices can be posted­
these merely suggest the whole 
range of policy decisions being 
made and put into effect in 
State government. Who makes 
these decisions? How can you 
participate? How can you get 
the consumer view into the de­
cision process instead of react­
ing to a regulation after it is 
established? 

BeginnIng with the legal 
and medical professions, State 
government, through Licensing 
Boards, has historically con­
ferred the license to practice. 
Over time, more and more oc­
cupational groups came to the 
State fegfslature, seeking licens­
ing-and they commonly got 
it-until today many Suites li­
censebarbers, hearing aid deal­
ers, termite inspectors, real es­
tate salespersons, and even 
watchmakers. 

The custom has been that 
once licensed, seven or so mem­
bers of the licensed group are 
appointed to be the licensing 
board with power to admit to 
practice and to expel, as well as 
to· lay down rules about how 
practke will be conducted. 

Public reactions against in­
dustry being regulated solely by 
its ow.n members in the name 

of government grew, and in 
1958, in response to this public 
criticism, California legislators 
added one public member to 
each licensing board. Many 
other States followed suit. 

In California, at least, the 
change was insignificant, and 
now the legislature has put pub­
lic members in the majority on 
all licensing boards except those 
?f the healing arts and account­
mg. 

Licensing board reform is 
an agenda item in nearly every 
State currently. It presents an 
opportunity and a challenge to 
consumer groups to participate. 
How your members will fare in 
the marketplace, what their 
rights are, what the vendor's 
obligation to them is-these im­
portant conditions of the mar­
ketplace may be decided by the 
boards who license the vendors. 
Consumer participation is now 
possible. It remains for con­
sumer. groups to make it effec­
tive. 

Like licensing boards, a 
Marketing Board usually is es­
tablished in government by the 
industry group the marketing 
board will govern, and the gov­
erning hoard members are ap­
pointed from that industry. 
This device is used mostly for 
marketing agricultural products 
such as milk. It has been a 
useful means of preventing 
gluts on the retail market of 
perishable products along with 
ruinous slashing of prices paid 
to the f~:lfmer. 

There is cause to wonder 
whether the techniques of gov­
ernment control useful 40 years 
ago are pertinent today and 
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whether the consumer interest 
is served or sacrificed by· these 
techniques. 

So, in some States, a con­
sumer member is being named 
to each m:trketing board. Again 
this may be an opportunity tor 
a consumer leader to make an 
advance in the manner in which 
all consumers in the State are 
served in the marketplace. On 
the other hand, it may be mean­
ingless tokenism where one 
member serves only to give the 
appearance, not the substance, 
of public participation. But as 
Barbara Erickson, home econo­
mist and consumer advocate 
who served on the' California 
Milk Advisory Board, says, "Not 
everything that is faced can be 
changed, but nothing can be 
changed until it is faced." Ms. 
Erickson's guidebook to market­
ing orders governing the flow 
to market of agricultural prod­
ucts tor public members is enti­
tled In the Public Interest. It can 
be ordered for $1.75 from Etc. 
Consumer Consultants, 7373 
Willow Lake Way, Sacramento, 
CA 95831. 

Many marketing orders are 
Federal, rather than State, ema­
nating from the U.S. Depart­
ment of Agriculture's Marketing 
Service. The need tor public 
participation is no less great 
there. 

Like local governments, 
State governments make much 
use of Advisory Boards and 
Committees. If you want to par­
ticipate at the State level, follow 
the same steps as you. would at 
the local level. Usually expenses 
tor participation on State advi-
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sory boards are covered by the 
State. 

Federal Government 
In September 1976, 17 

agencies and departments of the 
Federal Government published 
Consumer Representation Plans 
in response to a Presidential or­
der to become more responsive 
to consumers. 

Agency plans vary from 
creating a consumer affairs di­
vision, to adding consumers to 
'advisory committees, to stream­
lining consumer complaint han­
dling. Some of the agencies are 
also increasing chances for con­
sumers to have a say in decisions 
and actions at their regional of­
fices. 

The plans for each agency 
can be found in the Federal Reg­
ister, Part II, September 28, 
1976, Vol 41, No. 189. 

If you decide that a certain 
issue should be dealt with at the 
Federal level, a book which pre­
ceded the consumer representa­
tion plans may be of help. Work­
ing on the System: A Comprehensive 
Manual for Citizen Access to Fed­
eral Agencies, a publication of 
the Center for Study of Respon­
sive Law, tells how to get infor­
mation about agencies and the 
"rules of the game" in adminis­
trative procedures. It also tells 
how citizens can gain access to 
13 Federal agencies. The book 
is published by Basic Books, 
Inc., 10 E. 53rd St., New York, 
NY 10022. The price is $15. 

The Federal Trade Com­
mission Improvements Act al­
lows the FTC to use public 
funds to enable interested per­
sons or groups to participate in 



its rulemaking proceedings. The 
~unds can go toward attorney 
tees, expert witness fees, and 
other costs of participation. The 
F,!C has alrea"dy contracted 
wIth local consumer groups for 
research and testimony. (For in­
stance, San Francisco Consumer 
Action and the Iowa Consumers 
League members testified at 
FTC hearings on nutritional ad­
vertising regulations.) The con­
sumer group contracts to re­
search a problem on which the 
FTC plans hearings and later 
presents testimony about the 
problem and proposed solutions 
at a hearing. If the problem is 
one many of your members 
have, you will have valuable evi­
dence for the hearing and may 
be able to serve your members 
by helping to get rid of the 
source of the problem. 

Hearings are adversary and 
the witness should be prepared 
to be cross-examined on the tes­
timony presented. For informa­
tion on such opportunities, con­
tact the director of your regional 
Federal Trade Commission of:' 

fic~ or Special Assistant fer 
Compensation, Bureau of Con~ 
sumet' Protection, Federal Trade 
Commission, Washington, DC 
20580. Consumel' News, pub~ 
lished biweekly by the Federal 
Office of Consumer Affairs, 
usually identifies current FTC 
investigations. 

In addition, Consumer News 
includes a "Consumer Register" 
section to alert consumers who 
wish to comment on rules and 
regulations proposed by many 
Federal agencies. Subscriptions 
to Consumer News are $4 a year; 
checks should be payable to "Su­
perintendent of Documents." 
Order from: Consumer Infor­
mation Center, Pueblo, CO 
81009. 

Other Federal agencies are 
being urged to follow the lead 
of the FTC and provide finan­
cial assistance to citizens who 
want to participate in their reg­
ulatory proceedings. For more 
information on proposed legis­
lation to compensate citizens for 
participation in other agency 
proceedings contact: Congress 
Watch, 133 CSt., SW., Wash­
ington, DC 20003. 

Consumer testimony is 
often very valuable to support 
an administrator's move to cor­
rect an abuse. Those who don't 
want the abuse corrected argue 
there is no need for more gov­
ernmental interference. Con­
sumers who know the abuse can 
often make the difference be­
tween getting it corrected 'or not 
by their testimony describing ac­
tua} cases of abuse and support~ 
ing the administrator's efforts 
to rule them illegal. 



Other Techniques 
Founded in the First 

Amendment to the Constitution 
is one of the most basic rights 
of any individual or group-the 
right to petition the government 
for redress of grievances. In­
creasingly, this right is being 
used by groups of consumers to 
get administrative agencies to 
take needed action. Almost 
every agency has procedures by 
which this is done, usually 
rather formal ones. A3k the rel­
evant agency for a copy of its 
rules for receiving petitions. 

Consumers Union has peti­
tioned the Food and Drug Com­
missioner to establish regula­
tions requiring drained weight 
labeling on food products such 
as canned fruit and vegetables. 
The Commissioner clearly has 
the power to do this. He hadn't 
initiated any move toward it, 
however, until petitioned by 
Consumers Union. 

State public utility commis­
sions, especially now, are being 
petitioned to take action. When 
consumers face the unre­
strained right of utility compa­
nies to make their own rules 
about disconnections, security 
deposits, and charges for recon­
nections, a petition to the State 
commission, properly filed, re­
quires that the matter be consid­
ered. 

Administrative actions can 
also be called into question after 
they are taken. Since adminis­
trative agencies are all legislative 
creations, their actions are al­
most universally subject to re­
view, either judicially or legisla­
tively, and sometimes both. 
Review rules are fairly formal 
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and point up the importance of 
participating in a proceeding 
from the outset. Under the typ­
ical review rules, failure to par­
ticipate in the initial stages of 
the rule-making often precludes 
participation in review proceed­
ings. Also, participation in the 
rule-making itself can substan­
tially ease the burden of show­
ing the direct injury necessary 
to establish standing to request 
review and appeal. 

You don't have to travel to 
the capital or the county seat to 
lobby. You can get acquainted 
with your elected representa­
tive-city councilman or U.S. 
Senator-on your home base. 

A few members of the 
board of your organization 
might call on him (her) by ap­
pointment when he's in the 
community to tell him of the 
group's priorities. Ask if he 
would like to receive your news­
letter. Ask if he issues one you 
might receive. You can arrange 
with a reporting service a.t the 
capital, such as Congress Watch, 
to give you a report on his 
consumer voting record and to 
let you know when votes are 
coming up that will affect your 
members so that you can write 
or phone him before he votes. 
Let him hear from you every 
time his vote pleases you as well 
as when it doesn't. 

In all participation in behalf 
of a group, whether with indus­
try or in 'government, a measure 
of your status, a gauge of your 
power to influence, and a ques­
tion you will frequently be asked 
openly is: How many people do 



you represent? So building the 
membership, the first advice of 
the seasoned consumer leaders, 
is the key to your group's effec-

tiveness in the marketplace and 
in government. That's where it's 
at. The authors hope this guide­
book helps. 
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