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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

You find out your air fryer or power tool or 
child’s bicycle is dangerous and has been 

recalled. You’re told you just need to 

contact the company for a refund or 

replacement. Easy, right? 

In many, many cases, not so much. Quite the 

opposite.  

Last year, 323 consumer products were 

recalled in coordination with the Consumer 

Product Safety Commission (CPSC). More 

than half of recalls that offer refunds make 

consumers jump through unnecessary, time-

consuming hoops to get their money back, 

an analysis by U.S. PIRG Education Fund 

shows. 

In some cases, companies say they’ll issue 

full refunds of $2 or $3 – only to customers 

who ship the product back or physically 

return it to a store. In other cases, customers 

must register their product online and then 

wait for further instructions to get a low-

dollar refund. In some cases, companies 

won’t issue actual refunds – only credits or 

vouchers toward another purchase. 

At the other end of the spectrum, many 

companies will provide refunds of $200 or 

more without the return of an item. They 

require only a photo of the item rendered 

useless and a few other details, but they 

don’t necessarily require a receipt. 

The CPSC published 323 recall notices from 

Jan. 1, 2023 through Dec. 31, 2023, from 

companies ranging from Amazon to Ikea to 

T.J. Maxx. Of those, roughly half offered 

refunds or the option of a refund, while the 

other half offered only replacements or 

repairs, the U.S PIRG Education Fund 

analysis shows. In fewer than 10% of 

recalls, companies offered customers a 

choice of remedies, usually between a 

refund and a replacement or repair.  

We analyzed the ease of getting a refund by 

four main criteria:  

1. Can the refund be obtained with an
online request or does it require a

phone call (most likely during certain

business hours) or an in-person visit?

2. Can the refund process be completed

online in one sitting, or does it

require multiple cumbersome steps –

you have to email some information

and then get a form to fill out or print

out a shipping label to return the

item?

3. Can you submit a photo of the

product or proof of purchase, or do

you have to ship the product back,

return it in person or arrange to have

it picked up?

4. Do you get a refund by check or

prepaid debit card, or does the

company offer only a partial refund
or credit toward a future purchase?

We found that more than half of those 

offering refunds – 87 of them – required

one or more tasks that could make actually 
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getting a refund difficult, such as sending an 

email and then waiting for a phone call,

requesting a prepaid shipping label to return 

an inexpensive defective item or being 

required to actually take a dangerous 

product back to the store to get your money 

back. 

The obstacles consumers face getting 

refunds is an important topic because it’s 

one of the reasons that so few consumers 

follow through with recalls. It’s estimated 

that only 6 to 10 percent of recalled products 

are returned or discarded.  

Why? In some cases, consumers never find 

out a product they own has been recalled. In 

other cases, they may not care. And in still 

others, consumers don’t bother because they 

figure it will be too big of a hassle to request 

a refund or replacement. And they’re often 

right.  

That’s what this analysis focuses on. 

Burdensome recall processes have been a 

problem for many years. The outrage 

accelerated in 2019 after Fisher-Price

recalled 4.7 million Rock ‘n Play Sleepers 

after 30 infant deaths were connected to the 

inclined sleeper. Fisher-Price offered 

refunds only to customers who’d purchased 

the product within the last six months if they 

sent pieces of the sleeper and proof of 

purchase. Families with products older than 

six months were given vouchers to use 

toward buying another Fisher-Price product. 

The sleepers cost $40 to $149. Consumers, 

advocates and policy-makers found the 

vouchers offensive and insensitive, 

considering the sleepers were linked to 

infant deaths. 

For a variety of reasons, the number of 

sleepers returned was astonishingly low. The 

belief was that at least some consumers 

didn’t want the hassle of returning the 

sleepers, only to get a voucher for another 

product. Because of the low return numbers, 

the recall was reannounced in January 2023. 

By that time, an additional 70 infant deaths 

were connected to the Fisher-Price sleepers, 

for a total of about 100. That included at 

least eight deaths that happened after the 

April 2019 recall. 

All of these types of inclined sleep products 

are now banned under the Safe Sleep for 

Babies Act, passed by Congress in 2022. 

To be sure, the critical issue with all recalls 

is making sure consumers discard the 

product or get it repaired according to the 

recall requirements to make it safe. Still, 

consumers deserve a refund if a product can 

no longer be used safely – whether they paid 

$2 or $20 or $200. The process should be 

easier and more fair.  

Companies should stop with the frustrating, 

unnecessary obstacles, the CPSC should try 

harder to negotiate better terms for 

consumers, and Congress should mandate 

easy recall requests to help keep consumers 

safe and not harmed financially just because

they bought a product that was later 

recalled. 
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WHAT WE FOUND

Virtually all recalls announced by the 

Consumer Product Safety Commission are 

voluntary by the firm. Dangerous products are

often identified in one of three ways:

● The company identifies a defect 
through its own testing or monitoring 
after a product is offered for sale.

● Consumers complain to the company.

● CPSC staff investigate incidents 
reported by consumers, doctors, fire 
officials or others on 
SaferProducts.gov. CPSC staff also 
review death certificates and other 
records to spot possible problems.

After the need for a recall is determined, the 

CPSC contacts and works with the 

company to decide what type of remedy is

best: a repair, replacement or refund. The 

CPSC often has to negotiate this, which can 

take months, particularly if products related 

to an injury or property damage have been 

destroyed or discarded.  

For example, say with an appliance, the 

● 141 offered only a refund.

● 26 offered a refund or another

option.

● 112 offered a repair as the only

remedy.

● 13 offered a repair or another option,

such as a replacement or refund.

● 38 offered a replacement as the only

remedy.

● 20 offered a replacement or another

option.

● 3 companies with recalls are out of

business and there is no remedy

available.

company may propose a repair as an easy, 
fairly inexpensive option for the company, 
but the CPSC must determine whether the 
new part or repair actually solves the 
problem and doesn’t cause a new one. If the 
CPSC isn’t confident the repair works and 
the company refuses to offer a replacement 
or refund, the CPSC can take them to court, a 
process that can take years to resolve. 

Of the 323 recalls in 2023: 
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In 2023, repairs were common for big-ticket 

items, such as appliances and all-terrain 

vehicles, and in cases where a part can 

easily be replaced. This can be a good 

option for a consumer because a repair can 

be less trouble than returning a product and 

getting a new one. In some cases, repairs 

can be done easily through a software 

update. But it’s not a good option in cases 

where the consumer has lost confidence in 

the product or if the consumer can’t easily 

do without the item, such as an appliance, 

for days or weeks or even months while 

waiting for a new part to arrive.  

Replacements, meanwhile, were common in 

2023 for small appliances, bicycles, tools, 

children’s items, and household cleaners or 

over-the-counter health products. A 

replacement can be good for the consumer if 

they still want that type of product, but 

buying a new one – from that company or 

another company – would cost more than 

they paid for the one being recalled. Some 

companies will offer newer, better models 
as replacements. 

Finally, refunds are the most common, 

offered for almost exactly half of last year’s 

recalls as an option or the only remedy. 

Refunds can be good for consumers if 

they’ve lost confidence in the company and 

want to buy a new item from another 

manufacturer. Or perhaps they don’t really 

need the item anymore, such as a product 

for a child who has aged out of using it. 

Not all of the refunds offered last year were 

simply in the form of a mailed check or 

prepaid debit card sent electronically. More 

than a half-dozen companies that last year 

said they offer refunds didn’t actually 

provide cash in the form of checks or 

prepaid debit cards – they offered only 
partial refunds or vouchers or credits toward 

other merchandise that can be purchased 

from the company. Other companies offered 

prorated refunds based on the age of the 

product. 
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THE HEADACHE OF REQUESTING A REFUND 

For the 167 that offered refunds, we looked 

at how easy or difficult it is to submit a 

request, using our four criteria: 

1. Can the refund be obtained online or does

it require a phone call (most likely during

certain business hours) or in-person visit?

2. Can the request be done online in one

sitting, or does it require cumbersome and

unnecessary steps? Maybe you have to email

some information or register your product

and then get a form to fill out or you have to

print out a prepaid shipping label to return

the item?

3. Can you submit a photo of the product or

proof of purchase, or do you have to ship the

product back, return it in person or arrange to
have it picked up?

4. Do you get a refund by check or prepaid

debit card, or does the company offer only a

partial refund or credit toward a future

purchase at that company?

Based on that, we gave them grades: 

● 4 out of 4 is an A.

● 3 out of 4 is a C.

● 0, 1 or 2 out of 4 is an F.

Here are the key findings of the 167 that 

offered refunds: 

● 80 rated as an A.

● 16 rated as a C.

● 71 rated as an F, including 34 with

only two consumer-friendly

requirements and 37 with only one

consumer-friendly requirement.

It’s great that roughly half of the companies 

offering refunds appeared to have a fairly 

easy process for requesting a refund by 

providing an online form, a quick 

submission process and acceptance of a 

photo of the product or proof of purchase 

instead of the return of the actual product.  

But nearly the same number made it more 

difficult, often unnecessarily. Some 

examples: 

● Target in May recalled nearly 5

million candles that sold for $3 to

$20. The items were recalled after

137 complaints about the candle jar

breaking while being used. There

were six injuries. The company

required the consumer to return the

candle, either in the store or using a

prepaid shipping label, before getting

a refund for as little as $3.

In a separate recall in August, Target 

also required another recalled candle 

to be returned. About 2.2 million 

were recalled; they cost $3 to $12. 

● In another recall involving breakable 
material, Wegmans Food recalled 
9,340 pepper mills or shakers in May. 

The products contained a metal 

grinding mechanism that expelled 

metal shards for the first 10 grinds. 

This represented a laceration risk. To 

get the $14 refund, these products 
needed to be returned to Wegmans.
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● Candy Dynamics in October recalled

70 million Slime Licker Sour Rolling

Liquid Candy products because the 

rolling ball in the container could 

come loose and cause a choking 

hazard. The candy sold for $2 to $4 

nationwide at merchants such as 

Amazon, Five Below and Walmart. 

Candy Dynamics told customers to 

contact them to receive a free 

shipping label to return the product, 

as long as it wasn’t empty. 

● The Candy Dynamics recall came

the same day as one from Cocco

Candy. It recalled 145,800 of its

rolling candy products in October

after a 7-year-old New York girl died

in April when the candy’s rolling

ball came loose and was trapped in

her throat. KGR Distribution told

customers they’d get a $2.50 refund

or the price on their receipt after they

returned the product with a prepaid

shipping label.

● Ikea in April recalled about 25,000

fishing games because they

represented a choking hazard for

children. The games had to be

returned to an Ikea store to get the

refund; they cost $15.

● In yet another example involving

glass, Saxco International in August

recalled about 8,370 glass carboy

containers used for storing beer, 

wine, cider and other drinks made in 

people’s homes because the glass 

can break and pose a laceration risk. 

They sold for $16 to $31. They come 

in sizes ranging from three gallons to 

6.5 gallons. Customers were 

instructed to take the containers back 

to where they bought them for a 

refund, even though the containers 

are as large as 6.5 gallons and were 

being recalled because the glass 

could break unexpectedly. 
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WHY DO SOME COMPANIES REQUIRE 

RETURNS?

Companies could have various reasons for 

requiring consumers to return the product: 

1. Confirming the consumer actually

owns the product.

2. Ensuring an unsafe product is no

longer being used.

3. Making it cumbersome and a waste

of time for consumers, especially for

a low-value product.

Because so many companies do offer ways to 

confirm a consumer owns the product and has 

destroyed it by cutting the cord, etc., and
submitting a photo, it’s not absurd to think

some firms just want to create obstacles that

will make it less likely a customer will pursue
a refund or replacement request.  

CPSC Commissioner Richard Trumka put it 

bluntly. “If a picture of a destroyed product
would work, that’s all that should be required,"
he said in an interview. "Requiring return of 
product can create hurdles and stop people 
from pursuing recall remedies. Some bad 
companies might be requiring return of 
product because they save money when less 
people follow through on recalls."

Other companies do not require a product to 

be returned, even when it’s an item that cost 

more than a $2 necklace or $3 candle. For 

example: 

● Carhartt in March recalled about

32,505 pairs of five-pocket work

pants because an elastic drawstring

at the bottom could cause the person

to trip and fall. The pants cost $70.

“If consumers want to keep the 

pants, they can cut the loop out of 

the hems and send a photo to 

Carhartt at 

just_ask_us@carhartt.com, showing 

proof that the cord was removed to 

get a full refund,” the recall notice 

said. 

● Kell Electronic in May recalled about 

25,000 mini fridges because the 

power cord can overheat, causing 
possible burns. The items cost $60. 
Consumers were given the option of 
cutting the power cord with scissors, 
taking a photo of the cut cord and 
sending it to the company for a 
refund.

● Savvy Rest in December recalled 
about 84 mattress pads for not 
complying with federal flammability 
standards. The products sold for

$150 to $280. Customers needed only 

to cut the mattress pad with scissors, 

take a photo and email it to the 

company to receive a refund.

● Empower Brands in June recalled 
469,000 self-cleaning juicers because 
the products can rupture while in use 
and shoot pieces that could cut 
someone or leave “small particle 
shavings” in the juice. The company 
said it knows of 261 incidents, 
including 47 injuries, such as severe 
cuts that required emergency 
treatment and stitches and ingestion
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of small particles that also required 

medical care. The items cost $65 to 

$100. The company asked for a 

photo of the power cord cut in 

exchange for a refund. 

● T.J. Maxx parent TJX in September

recalled about 11,000 sets of bistro

chairs because they could break 

when someone was sitting on the 

chair. The company received seven 

complaints about chairs breaking, 

including four that caused injuries. 

Consumers can provide photo 

evidence they own the chairs, then 

discard them and get a $216.99 

refund. The chairs originally cost 

$150 to $200. 

Similarly, TJX in June recalled about 

10,850 benches because the legs can 

break, posing the risk of someone 

falling. The company received 21 

complaints about the legs breaking; 

17 of those involved injuries. 

Consumers can provide photo 

evidence that they own the bench, 

discard it and get a refund of 

$144.94. However, consumers 

should spend the prepaid gift card 

quickly. The notice says the value of 

the gift card will decrease by $5.95 

per month if six months pass with no 

activity, from the time the card is 

issued. 

TJX, parent of T.J. Maxx, HomeGoods and Marshalls, had five furniture recalls in 2023. Customers 
didn't have to return the items except in the case of an $800 bookcase that was a tipover/entrapment 
risk.

PHOTOS COURTESY OF CPSC
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THE GOOD, THE BAD AND THE UGLY 

One of the easiest recall remedies in 2023 

involved the Skip Hop silver lining cloud 

activity gyms. About 472,850 were recalled 

in February because the little raindrops on 

the toy can detach and pose a choking risk. 

Customers were asked to cut off the three 

raindrops from the ribbons to make the 

activity gym safe and keep it. Then, if 

desired, customers could take a photo of the 

cloud with the raindrops cut off and email it 

to get a $10 Skip Hop gift card and a free 

shipping code for another product, on top of 

keeping the activity gym. 

There are numerous examples of companies 

whose requirements seem unreasonable 

beyond returning the product. Here’s one: 

Customers can return the plates to a 

Primark store, or, the notice said, 

“sign an affidavit, stating that you 

purchased the plate and have 

properly disposed of it,” and submit 

the executed affidavit by email to 

receive a Visa gift card or check. 

Affidavits generally must be 

notarized, depending on the 

jurisdiction. Unless someone is a 

notary herself, it doesn’t seem 

reasonable to expect someone to 

write up an affidavit, print it out, go 

to a bank or somewhere to get it 

notarized, scan it and email it … all 

for $8.

With other recalls, it’s not clear what the 

consumer will need to do to get their money 

back. 

● Vornado in April recalled about 
317,000 travel steam irons because 
they represented a shock hazard. 
The irons sold for $13 to $30. The 
recall notice said customers had to 
register their product, or call the 
“recall team” Monday through 
Friday, 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. ET for 
further instructions.

● Crate & Barrel in August recalled 
about 600 Avena mini table lamps

because the electrical cord may be 

loose and cause a fire. The lamps 

cost $170. The recall notice said 

customers could go to the recall 

PHOTOS COURTESY OF CPSC

• In May, Primark U.S. recalled about
1,665 bamboo plates for children
because “the products have been found
to release trace amounts of lead and
formaldehyde at levels higher than
allowed,” the notice said. If ingested
by children, both lead and
formaldehyde are toxic. The plates cost
about $8.
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website for more information, but it 

was simply a reprint of the CPSC 

notice. And if you click on “more 

details” on that page, it takes you 

back to the original CPSC website. 

If a consumer is exploring what to do to get 

a refund, and the company notice suggests 

the process could be a rabbit hole, it’s 

reasonable to believe many people just 

won’t bother. 

In some specific cases, requiring return of 

the product might seem appropriate, for 

safety reasons. 

For example, Joybuy Marketplace Express 

in December recalled 4,240 sets of tiny, 

high-powered magnets sold exclusively 

through Walmart because they violate 

federal magnet standards. 

The CPSC in 2022 adopted new rules for the 

strength of tiny magnets because 2,400 

magnet ingestions were treated in hospital 

emergency rooms from 2017 through 2021. 

At least seven people died after ingesting 

these types of magnets. 

No injuries had been reported in connection 

with the magnets sold through Walmart, but 

Joybuy is requiring their return with a 

prepaid shipping label to get a $14 to $15 

refund. 

This could be a case where destroying them 

is nearly impossible, so requiring their 

return ensures they get out of people’s 

homes. 

In other cases, companies want to verify 

your purchase even for a modestly priced 

item to make sure you’re not trying to rip 

them off. 

For example, Cupkin in July recalled about 

346,000 double-walled stainless steel 

children’s cups because they contain lead 

levels that exceed federal lead content 

limits, and lead is toxic if swallowed by 

children. They were sold from 2018 to 2023 

on Amazon and Cupkin’s website for about 
$20. Customers were required to provide 

their order ID number. 

Cupkin said on the claim form: “Please note 

that if we cannot verify your order ID, we 

cannot issue a refund as we have seen 

multiple attempts of people who have never 

made a purchase fill in the form in an 

attempt to steal from us.” 

Some companies give customers options. 

● Yeti in March recalled about 1.9

million soft coolers and gear cases

because the closures can fail and the 

high-powered magnets can detach. 

High-powered magnets are an 

PHOTO COURTESY OF CPSC
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ingestion hazard because they can 

lead to intestinal blockages, blood 

poisoning and other health issues. 

The coolers sold for $300 to $350. 

Yeti gave customers the option of 

exchanging the product for a 

replacement of equal or greater value 

or getting a refund, in the form of a 

Yeti gift card for the purchase price 

plus $25. We would argue, though, 

that a merchant gift card isn’t the 

same as a cash refund. 

● In February, Cosori recalled about 2

million air fryers because they could

overheat and cause a fire. They cost

$70 to $130. Cosori said it received

205 complaints of the air fryers

catching fire, overheating, etc. Among

those: 10 minor injuries and 23

reports of minor property damage.

Cosori gave customers the option of a
replacement or a credit toward

another Cosori product. The process

of fulfilling 2 million customer

requests reportedly took months. A

refund might have been best, but at

least the company recognized that

consumers might not want to go

months without their air fryer and

would buy another one quickly, and

then be able to use the credit to buy
another type of product.

● Peg Perego in November recalled 550

bassinets because they violate the

Safe Sleep for Babies Act with an

incline of more than 10 degrees.

Babies have died over the years in 

inclined sleepers. No injuries were 

reported in connection with the Peg 
Perego bassinet, which sold for about 

$250. The bassinets were sold alone 

or as an accessory to a stroller 

system or with a stand. Those who 

bought it as an accessory and wanted 

to keep it could do so and get a $50 

cash incentive if they provided proof 

they’d disabled the backrest incline 

according to instructions. 

Three companies with recalls last year are 

out of business and were given no rating

because you can’t get a refund, replacement 

or repair. The instructions are to simply 

dispose of the product. One of the products, 

a children’s nightgown recalled for violating 

flammability standards, cost only $16 to 

$22. The other two, however, were more 

expensive:  

● A children’s play tent sold for $200

to $400. The magnets that connected

the tent could come loose,

representing a choking and laceration

risk; 17 incidents were reported in

connection with this tent, with a few

minor injuries.

● A children’s convertible bed frame

sold for $260 to $900. It represented

an entrapment/strangulation risk; two

children were injured in connection

with the bed frame.

Consumers who own those products have 

nowhere to turn for a refund or remedy. 
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SOME COMPANIES ADD OPTIONS WHEN THE 

RECALL EXPANDS 

One of 2023’s largest and most significant 

recalls came from Zline, involving a recall 

on its gas ranges. In December 2022, the 

company recalled about 28,000 30-inch and 

36-inch gas ranges because the ranges could

spew dangerous levels of carbon monoxide.

It offered a repair. Zline received 44

complaints about carbon monoxide

emissions; three people needed medical

attention.

A month later, it expanded the recall, adding 

in 2,000 48-inch models. It again offered 

repairs to the ranges, which sold for $2,300 

to $6,900. 

Then in November 2023, it expanded what it 

was offering to customers: A refund, 

replacement or repair. “After the [earlier] 

recall was announced, ZLINE received 131 

reports that the repair was not completed 

successfully and that the ranges were still 

emitting dangerous levels of carbon 

monoxide,” the notice said. It added that 

consumers could use the cooktops, but not 

the oven, while awaiting an inspection, a 

replacement, a refund or a repair. The 

cooktops didn’t emit carbon monoxide. 

Vornado in April recalled 317,000 Steamfast 

and Brookstone travel steam irons because 

cord damage can lead to fires, burns or 

shocking. The company offered a refund.  

Then in November, it expanded the recall to 

include about 1.75 million more Steamfast 

irons. Vornado received a total of 74 

complaints, including 18 new reports of the 

cord sparking, catching fire or overheating. 

Two involved minor shocks. 
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CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

What the analysis doesn’t show is whether people actually get their refunds, replacements or 

repairs in a timely manner. We know from company notices, public reports and personal 

experience that the process can take weeks or months.  

The Consumer Product Safety Commission knows this too. Just last year, the CPSC started 

inviting consumers to file a complaint with the CPSC if they don’t like the recall options or 

“believe a company is being non-responsive to your remedy request.” Consumers can file a 

complaint using this form. 

CPSC officials are concerned about consumers’ wallets and their safety. 

“In any recall, the primary goal is to get the defective or non-compliant product out of the hands 

of consumers. We take complaints about challenges with recall remedies seriously and work with 

companies to address those problems when we hear about them,” a CPSC spokesperson said. 

The regulator can’t currently mandate easy refunds, or even any refunds or any specific remedy. 

An exception is if the company proposes a repair, it’s tested and it doesn’t work. All aspects of a 

product recall must be negotiated, unless it’s one of those rare occasions when the CPSC takes a 

company to court and issues a mandatory recall. The CPSC would issue more mandatory recalls 

but for the fact that the law gives the CPSC little power to get dangerous products off the market 

without a legal battle. 

Consumers who own a product that’s been recalled often face a frustrating, time-consuming 

process to request a resolution.  

The recall participation rate – customers who follow through with requesting a recall – is 

estimated at 6 to 10%. The reasons: People don’t find out about a recall, or they don’t care, or 

they think the process of requesting a refund, etc. will be a hassle. The latter is often true, as our 

analysis found.  

The larger problem is that unsafe products frequently remain in people’s homes. These are 

tragedies waiting to happen. To address the ease or difficulty of requesting a remedy, U.S. PIRG 

recommends that:  

Manufacturers and retailers should: 
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● Do better voluntarily. They’re the ones that produced, distributed or sold a defective 

product that can hurt someone or cause property damage. The consumer did nothing 

wrong except have trust that the item they’re buying won’t hurt them.  

 

● Want to make things right as quickly and painlessly as possible for consumers, to protect 

their brand and liability, and because it’s the proper thing to do. Customers shouldn’t 

have to waste time they’ll never recoup with a cumbersome process, just to get back to 

even with a refund for their purchase price or worse, a merchant credit or a replacement 

they may not want or have time to wait for. 

 

● Have consumer-friendly processes. Retailers, especially those online, should require 

sellers to have recall policies that are as easy as possible on customers.  

 

The CPSC should: 

 

● Push companies harder to negotiate better resolution for consumers and not just accept 

remedies proposed by the company that favor the company. Companies should offer an 

option between two choices when possible: either a refund or repair, or a refund or 

replacement.  

In some cases, a family can’t do without the product (such as an appliance) while waiting 

weeks or months for a repair or replacement and may want to just buy a new one, either 

from that company or another one. In other cases, the customer may be able to wait a few 

weeks or months for a repair; this keeps products from ending up in a landfill 

unnecessarily. In still other cases, a refund may hurt the customer financially because 

they bought the product on sale or bought it years ago and can’t buy a new one for the 

same price. Options are good. 

 

● Push companies harder during negotiations for terms that are fair and realistic for 

consumers. The CPSC shouldn’t just accept time-consuming requirements for consumers, 

such as demands that inexpensive products be returned when their destruction and 

ownership can easily be documented with a photo and other information.  

 

● Develop an app or email or text push notification service that would allow consumers to 

sign up for recall alerts for product categories they care about most, such as baby items, 

appliances, toys or pet products. Consumers can’t try to get remedies for recalls they 

don’t know about. There are about 300 recalls every year. Yes, consumers can sign up to 

get emails about all product recalls every week. But at some point, they may become 

numb to the notices. The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration allows recall 

notifications by VIN. For food, there’s a great app called “Food Recalls” that sends alerts 

PAGE 14



for all recalls through the U.S. Department of Agriculture (meat and eggs) and the Food 

and Drug Administration (everything else). Notification preferences can be customized. 

 

Congress should: 

 

Work to fix the broken product recall system, initially by requiring companies with recalled 

products to have a consumer-friendly process to get a refund, repair or replacement. We know 

this is possible because so many companies large and small do this already. Half of the 

companies that offered refunds in 2023 had a reasonably easy process, our analysis found. 

 

We believe Congress should require companies with recalls to: 

● Clearly state on the public recall notice exactly what is required to get a remedy. Many 

companies do state that a person needs to provide a receipt, model number, photo of the 

product, etc. Some say consumers need to return the product in person or with a prepaid 

shipping label. But many notices don’t say what’s required – you have to call or email for 

information – and that alone is a deterrent.  

 

● Offer remedies that are best for the consumers, not necessarily the company. Companies 

should offer an option between two choices when possible: either a refund or repair or a 

refund or replacement.  

 

● When a refund is offered, provide it with a prepaid debit card, check, credit back to the 

credit card, etc. NOT only a voucher for a future purchase. 

 

● When a refund is offered, provide an amount equal to the price paid or most recent non-

sale price the item sold for, whichever is greater.  

 

● Not require customers to return a recalled product (shipped back or returned in person) 

when proof of purchase can easily be documented AND destruction of the unsafe product 

(i.e. cutting the cord) can be provided with a simple photograph submitted to the 

company. Dozens of companies in 2023 did not require return of the product, just a photo 

of the item made useless. It’s clear some companies can resolve recalls without the 

product being returned. 

It’s widely believed that some companies require returns just to deter customers from 

following through, especially in cases where the refund will be only $2 or $3. We found 

several of these cases in 2023. Surely it costs the company more than that to pay to have 

the product shipped back, process the return, etc. One company in 2023 had a recall for 

children’s plates that sold for $8. The company required return to the store or an affidavit 

(most likely notarized) to be submitted if the product wasn’t returned to the store. 

Clearly, this appears to be a deterrent tactic. 
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TIPS FOR CONSUMERS TO STAY SAFE

Here are some ways to get alerted to recalls, get resolution for recalls and
maybe even avoid buying an inferior product to begin with.

● Before you buy an item that’s expensive or is for a child, check for recalls 
on cpsc.gov/recalls and for complaints on saferproducts.gov

● Use extra caution when buying from resale websites, garage sales or 
secondhand shops. It’s illegal to sell recalled products, but it happens. Check 
on cpsc.gov/recalls before you buy.

● Use even more caution when buying products being shipped from overseas 
or from websites that seem unprofessional. International sellers may not 
comply with U.S. safety standards, and unethical sellers may peddle all sorts 
of recalled or unsafe merchandise.

● Fill out online or mail-in registrations that come with products. Then 
companies can contact you if there’s a recall.

● Keep receipts or other proof of purchase for large-ticket items.

● With your appliances, electronics, toys or other items used by children, and 
with any other category of products where recalls are common, search 
periodically for recalls involving your current possessions on cpsc.gov/
recalls and search for complaints on saferproducts.gov

● If you experience an issue with a product and want to warn other consumers 
and report it to regulators, you can file a report at saferproducts.gov

● If a product you own is recalled and you have difficulty getting your refund 
or other resolution, file a complaint with the CPSC.
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METHODOLOGY

U.S. PIRG Education Fund evaluated all 323 recall notices posted on the Consumer Product 

Safety Commission recalls website from Jan. 1, 2023 through Dec. 31, 2023.  

This analysis has no way of determining whether a consumer would actually get their refund, 

repair or replacement in a timely manner without any hassles. This analysis is just about how 

easy or difficult it is to submit a request for a refund. 

Criteria we looked at: 

1. Can the refund be obtained with an online request or does it require a phone call (most likely

during certain business hours) or the product to be physically returned?

2. Can the refund request be done online in one sitting, or does it require multiple steps, possibly

cumbersome and unnecessary? Maybe you have to email some information or register your

product and then get a form to fill out, or you have to print out a prepaid shipping label to return

the item?

3. Can you submit a photo of the product or proof of purchase, or do you have to ship the product

back, return it in person or arrange to have it picked up?

4. Do you get a full refund by check or prepaid debit card, or does the company offer only a

partial refund or credit or voucher toward a future purchase at that company?

Based on that, we gave them grades: 

● 4 out of 4 is an A.

● 3 out of 4 is a C.

● 1 or 2 out of 4 is an F.

Here are the key findings of the 167 that offered refunds: 

● 80 recalls rated as an A.

● 16 recalls rated as a C.

● 71 recalls rated as an F, including 34 with only 2 consumer-friendly requirements and 37

with only 1 consumer-friendly requirement.

Note: 3 companies with recalls last year are out of business; no refund or other remedy is 

available. 

Here is a link to our full analysis of all 323 recall notices in 2023.

For the vast majority of recalls, the notices and links to the companies’ websites contained 

enough details to determine the answer to the four questions above. Most notices were 

quite specific and provided graphics or photos to help you find your model number and 

forms provided a place to upload the photos that were requested, for example. 
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In some cases, getting a refund or replacement may have been easier than we were able to 

determine. With every item, we looked at the process and clicked through as many links as 

necessary and entered as much information as we could as a hypothetical customer, up to the 

point of actually submitting a request. In some cases, you were required to be a past customer 

and log in to the web site or register your product. We didn’t do that.  

In other cases, even the fine print wouldn’t say whether a product had to be returned or whether a 

receipt or photo of the product in an unusable state (i.e. the electrical cord cut) would suffice. 

 

So if we couldn’t determine what action was needed by a consumer, we didn’t give them credit 

for anything in that category. The reasoning? Consumers may decide whether to pursue a recall 

based on what they’re told from the outset about what is required. If it looks like it could be a 

rabbit hole, they may decide not to bother. 

 

Our rationale for various categories: 

 

● If companies provided an online form or told customers to contact them by email and the 

notice clearly states what information you need to email, we gave them credit for having 

an online request option. If there was no instruction -- just an email address -- we didn't. 

 

● If customers have to send the company information and wait for a form or further 

instruction, that doesn’t count as being able to complete the request online or by email 

because the further instructions might say you have to return the product. 

 

● Some of the recalls contained links to websites that were broken or not working. We did 

not give the company credit for having an online option if the online option was not 

available.  

 

● If the notice involved a purchase you made through Amazon and you could sign in to 

request your refund AND the notice said you could dispose of the product or destroy it 

and provide a photo, we gave them credit for being able to do it online. (However, this 

doesn’t account for cases where someone bought it secondhand or received it as a gift.) 

 

● If customers have to return the product to the store or ship it back via a prepaid shipping 

label, that’s automatically more than one step. 

 

● Every recalled product needs to be either returned, repaired or discarded. If you can 

discard it in your own trash without taking it to a special recycling center, we didn't count 

that as an extra step. 
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● We assumed refunds are by check or prepaid debit card – not a voucher for another 

purchase – unless it specifically said a voucher or store credit would be the remedy. We 

gave them the benefit of the doubt. We obviously had no way to know without submitting 

a request. 

 

● Some of the 323 notices are reannouncements or expansions of a recall from earlier in 

2023 or previous years. We included them in the analysis primarily because companies 

often change or add remedy options for consumers. Maybe they were offering a repair 

and now they’re offering a refund. Or they were requiring proof of purchase and now 

they’re not. 

 

● We decided not to include a scorecard on repairs because it’s impossible to assess how 

many phone calls or arrangements it might take to get the repair completed. 
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  WE TRIED TO RETURN 33 RECALLED 

PRODUCTS 

 

Dangerous products and contaminated food often get recalled. Then what? 

 

Consumer advocates and regulators frequently lament the fact that so many recalled items – 

inexpensive food, expensive electronics, cherished toys, products for babies – aren’t returned for 

refunds or replacement because companies often make it difficult for consumers. 

 

We set out to test that theory. After we bought recalled toys for our annual Trouble in Toyland 

report in the fall of 2022, we started trying to get refunds after the Christmas 2022 holidays. It 

took more than four months for us to get all of the refunds we believed we’d get. We received 

refunds for less than half of the recalled toys we purchased.  

 

By May 2023, we gave up.  

 

Some of the companies never responded, even though we followed the instructions on the recall 

notices from the Consumer Product Safety Commission (CPSC). 

 

In October 2022, we bought and received 33 toys that had been publicly recalled because they 

were deemed dangerous. It is illegal for a company or individual to sell any type of recalled 

product. Most of these toys were recalled either because they posed a choking hazard or they 

contained higher-than-permitted levels of lead or phthalates. 

 

During New Year’s weekend 2023, we started trying to return them. Talk about waiting a long 

time to get a refund! It took more than four months to get the final refund. It was for a new-in-

the-box rattle that had been recalled because parts could break off and hurt children. 

 

All of the toys were purchased online. We had receipts, purchase confirmations and credit card 

statements to document all of the purchases. Some refunds were handled easily and fairly 

quickly. Others were more complicated. With two toys, the remedy called for the company to 

send a new part instead of a refund. For 17 of the dangerous, recalled products from three 

different companies, we never heard back. 

 

One company that never sent a refund was Walgreens. We’d purchased two recalled Disney 

Winnie the Pooh rattle sets. The CPSC notice said to contact Walgreens for a full refund. We 

filled out the online form, with the proof of purchase, images of the receipts, photos, etc. One 
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was $15 plus shipping; the other was $10 plus shipping. We received an auto-response from the 

website form but never received a refund or any other communication. 

 

 
 

 

THE GOOD  

For two types of toys, getting a refund was easy-peasy. First, we bought a set of Army Action 

Figures by Blue Panda on Oct. 29, 2022, through an individual seller on Facebook Marketplace. 

About 4,500 had been recalled that same month for excessive levels of toxic phthalates and lead. 

The company required only a photo of the action figures in the package, taped up with a note 

with my initials and the date, and in the trash (a little odd). Simple enough. I received the $38 

refund check 17 days later. 

 

 

PAGE 21



 

Second, we had two Kidoozie Play Tents and Playhouses by Epoch Everlasting Play. About 

251,600 of these were recalled July 28, 2022, because the fabric playhouses failed to meet 

industry flammability standards. We ordered one through Ebay and one through Little Dickens 

Givens Books. We submitted the request to Epoch Everlasting on Dec. 31, 2022, with the 

required documentation. Three weeks later, we had refunds for $35 each in the form of a prepaid 

Mastercard debit card. We’d paid $42 for one and $33 for the other. Close enough. 

 

THE BAD 

The most difficult refund to get, by far, was for two Ubbi Connecting Bath Toys, which usually 

sold for about $8. About 6,200 had been recalled in 2019 because the plastic toys could “break 

and create a sharp point, posing laceration and choking hazards to young children,” according to 

the CPSC notice.  

 

Consumers were instructed to take the bath toys away from children and return them to Pearhead 

Inc. of New York for a full refund, as well as a free replacement Ubbi Squeeze Bath Toy.  

After my Dec. 31, 2022 email, I received this pleasant response on Jan. 4, 2023: 

 
Hi Teresa 

Thank you so much for your email, and for purchasing the Ubbi connecting toys. Please accept 

our sincerest apolgoies (sic) for this inconvenience, but we really appreciate you allowing us to 

remedy this for you. At your earliest convenience, please do send us a picture of the connecting 

toys you own, or a proof of purchase. We will happily proceed to the next steps once those have 

been received.” 

 

I sent photos of the two toys side-by-side, in their boxes, and documentation that I’d purchased 

two from two different sellers through Ebay.  
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I received this response a week later, on Jan. 12: 

 

Hi Teresa, 

Thanks for your email and sending over those images of proof of purchase along with the toys. 

We are sorry you are experiencing this as our goal is to make parents' lives easier, not more 

complicated. Unfortunately, we can not proceed with a refund in this matter. 

 

At your earliest convenience please select any 2 bath toys of your liking and we will have them 

shipped out to you at no cost. Again, we do apologize for any inconvenience this may have 

caused. 

 

Please do let me know if you have any further questions, I'm happy to help! 

 

I was certainly willing to return the products if they paid the shipping. When I asked why they 

were all of a sudden declining to issue a refund, I received this six days later, on Jan. 18: 

 

Hi Teresa, 

Thanks for your email.  We do apologize for the delay here.  Unfortunately, we can not proceed 

with a refund because the period for a refund has passed. The period for a refund is 30 days. 

You have had the product for over 90 days. Please select any two bath toys of your liking and 

we will ship them to you. We would only need your full name and shipping address. 

 

We do apologize for this inconvenience. Please let me know if you have any further questions, 

I'm happy to help! Enjoy the rest of the week. 
 

 

I replied that I knew when I purchased them. With recalls, there is no deadline to request a 

remedy. The recall notice didn’t say anything about a return timeline. I’d provided proof of 

purchase voluntarily; I could have just sent a photo of the items. What if someone had purchased 

them or received them as a holiday gift? (BTW - why were recalled toys still available for sale 

three years after the recall?) I replied: 

 

 “At the time I requested a refund, it was a week after Christmas and about nine 

 weeks after they were received. Please let me know if I should file a complaint 

 with the CPSC. The recall notice said Ubbi is issuing full refunds to consumers.” 

 

Pearhead replied a week later, on Jan. 24, saying:  

 

PAGE 23



 “We do apologize you're experiencing this as our goal is to make parents' lives easier, not more 

 complicated. Would you kindly be able to provide your shipping address so that we may send 

 you a pre-paid return label with scheduled pickup? Once we receive the toys, unused and in 

 original packaging, we will send you a refund check.” 

 

Returning the toys unused in the original packaging also wasn’t part of the initial requirements. 

But fine. I had the packaging. They sent me one prepaid shipment label for both toys on Jan. 31. 

Not sure how much that cost the company. They declined to send two shipping labels, even 

though a colleague in another state had one of the toys. We returned one toy. They 

acknowledged delivery on Feb. 21. We received the refund for one Ubbi for $9.99 on April 24.  

 

Eight emails back and forth and a trip out to ship the toy. All of this for $9.99. I’d actually paid 

$13.49 for one and $10.99 for the other, without shipping. 

 

WHAT DID I LEARN FROM ALL OF THIS? 

 

Some companies make getting refunds or replacements easy for consumers who’ve purchased 

recalled products. 

 

Most, however, do not. 

 

Some companies ghost you completely, even after multiple inquiries.  

 

I can certainly understand why many consumers don’t bother trying to get refunds for recalled 

products, particularly if the items are fairly inexpensive. No wonder it’s believed that only about 

6% of recalled items are returned.  

 

U.S. Sen. Maria Cantwell, Chair of the Committee on Commerce, Science, and Transportation, 

wrote back in late 2021:  

 

“I am deeply troubled by the very low efficacy of product safety recalls and by the fact that an 

unknown number of toys and consumer goods remain in circulation in spite of having been 

recalled. It is well known that recalls are far from completely effective, but the true scope of the 

problem remains unknown, especially as many consumers turn to platforms like Facebook 

Marketplace, eBay, and Craigslist to resell or upcycle used goods and find items at a discount.” 

 

She noted that CPSC data show that even when products are expensive, with a retail price of 

$10,000 or more, the return rate is still only 32 percent.   
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Recall effectiveness resurfaces as a concern when we have re-announcements of recalls, such as 

Fisher-Price’s Rock ‘n’ Play Sleepers in early 2023. Fisher-Price, working with the CPSC, 

reannounced the 4-year-old recall of 4.7 million Rock ‘n’ Play Sleepers after at least eight babies 

died following the initial 2019 recall. Overall, about 100 infants died while in the Rock ‘n Play 

Sleepers. 

“We are issuing this announcement because, despite their removal from the marketplace and a 

prohibition on their sale, babies continue to die in these products,” CPSC Chair Alex Hoehn-

Saric said in a statement in January 2023. 

In the case of the Fisher-Price recall, CPSC Commissioner Richard Trumka said in a statement 

that Fisher-Price did a poor job of handling the recall by offering refunds only to consumers 

who’d bought the product during a six-month period, when it had been for sale for 10 years. 

Other consumers were offered vouchers, which could take three to four months to get, meaning 

the infants may no longer be infants by the time they could get a replacement product. 

“Companies save money when people do not participate in their recalls,” Trumka said. “When 

that happens, dangerous products stay in homes. We have seen that lead to deaths.” 

Returns might be easier in some cases with recalled foods. These notices from the Food and 

Drug Administration and U.S. Department of Agriculture often state there’s an option of 

returning the item to the store where you purchased it. 

But what if you’ve already eaten some of it? I get amused when notices say that the unused 

portion should be returned to the store. Who’s going to keep a package of half-eaten food 

around, especially if it would normally be in the refrigerator? The alternative: Who’s going to 

trudge out and make a special trip to the grocery store and stand in the customer service line to 

return a $3 bag of lettuce? 

When J.M. Smucker in 2022 had a massive recall of Jif peanut butter, the company made the 

refund process fairly easy. If you had a jar from one of the lots under recall, you simply had to go 

online and enter the type of product and code from the jar, and you were to receive a coupon to 

replace the jar (up to $6.99). You didn’t need a receipt or any other documentation. 

PAGE 25

https://www.cpsc.gov/Recalls/2023/Fisher-Price-Reannounces-Recall-of-4-7-Million-Rock-n-Play-Sleepers-At-Least-Eight-Deaths-Occurred-After-Recall
https://www.cpsc.gov/Recalls/2023/Fisher-Price-Reannounces-Recall-of-4-7-Million-Rock-n-Play-Sleepers-At-Least-Eight-Deaths-Occurred-After-Recall
https://www.cpsc.gov/Recalls/2019/Fisher-Price-Recalls-Rock-n-Play-Sleepers-Due-to-Reports-of-Deaths
https://www.cpsc.gov/About-CPSC/Chairman/Alexander-Hoehn-Saric/Statement/Statement-of-Chair-Alexander-Hoehn-Saric-on-the-Reannouncement-of-Two-Inclined-Infant-Sleeper-Recalls
https://www.cpsc.gov/About-CPSC/Chairman/Alexander-Hoehn-Saric/Statement/Statement-of-Chair-Alexander-Hoehn-Saric-on-the-Reannouncement-of-Two-Inclined-Infant-Sleeper-Recalls
https://www.cpsc.gov/About-CPSC/Commissioner/Richard-Trumka/Statement/Eight-New-Deaths-in-Rock-n-Play-as-Tragedies-Mount-in-Fisher-Price-Products-CPSC-Working-on-a-Rule-that-Could-Prevent-the-Next-Wave-of-Deaths
https://www.fda.gov/safety/recalls-market-withdrawals-safety-alerts/j-m-smucker-co-issues-voluntary-recall-select-jifr-products-sold-us-potential-salmonella


I had several of the affected jars in my pantry, and submitted the reimbursement request. It took 

me a couple of months to get my coupons for new jars, which were good for one year. 

I came away from this toy return experience with complete understanding about why some 

people don’t bother to request refunds for recalled items, whatever they are. It’s a pain. It’s 

frustrating. It's time-consuming. It shouldn’t be this difficult for consumers to get their hard-

earned money back after they bought a product that was so bad that it was recalled for health or 

safety reasons. 
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