
 
 

Responding to Consumer Reporters 

 
Step 1: Understanding the Goal of the Consumer Reporter 
 
It is important to recognize that the goal of consumer and investigative journalism is not after-the-fact news 
reporting. Rather, consumer reporters use their position in front of the camera to generate a desired result for 
the consumer. Their goal is to tell the story of how they helped resolve a particular consumer’s complaint. 
Typically, consumer reporters package stories in a particular way: 
 

• Recounting the consumer’s problem 
• Providing the initial response of the company or individual in question 
• Showcasing the TV station’s intervention on behalf of the consumer 
• Sharing the final resolution of the issue 

 

Step 2: Responding to Requests 
 
If you receive a call from a consumer action reporter or producer, they will often begin the conversation by 
presenting a set of “facts” which may only represent one side of the story. The reporter will then press you to 
respond. It is important that you fight the urge to immediately answer any “allegations” made by the reporter on 
behalf of the consumer. Instead, thank the reporter for giving you the chance to respond to the situation and 
politely ask these questions:  
  

• How and when did you learn about this situation?  
• Is this one complaint?  
• Who have you interviewed to get facts about this issue?  
• What is the deadline to get back to the reporter?  

  
Promise to provide a timely response. Then, if you have not already been involved with the issue in question, 
begin determining what actually occurred so that you can provide the reporter with accurate information about 
the situation and correct the record if necessary. Make sure you get these facts in particular: 
 

• Exactly when the incident happened and who was involved 
• How many times the consumer has attempted to correct the problem with administration from your  

community in the past 
• What contract or company policy may be governing the issue in dispute 

 

Step 3: Crafting Your Response 
 
Most often, by the time the consumer reporter calls you for a response to a particular situation, his or her goal is 
to get you on camera defending a perceived wrong. You may never get the reporter to completely back off that 
stance, but you may be able to mitigate damage. Here are some things to do prior to returning the reporter’s call:  
  

• Alert CALA and your corporate headquarters about the reporter’s inquiry to determine if they have  
also had calls and if they have any advice on responding 

• Talk with a media consultant to determine how to best communicate your message 



• Make a realistic assessment of the situation; if what happened is not justified, fix it and be prepared  
to apologize 

• If what happened is not easily resolved, generate a set of talking points that succinctly explains why  
the particular dispute occurred and what you are doing or have done to work with the family or 
resident to resolve it. Practice these points and stay on them during the interview 

• If the situation in question may end up in litigation, is particularly complex, or difficult to explain, do  
not go on camera or allow signage from your community to be filmed. Determine with your media 
consultant or CALA how to craft an appropriate written response and how to best minimize your 
presence in the story 

• Keep dates, times and previous attempts to resolve the complaint handy and refer to them during  
 any communication with the news outlet 
• Be factual and helpful, not defensive. Convey the message that you want a satisfactory resolution  

for all involved 


