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Figure 1. A 90-second pre-booking check separates a verified motor carrier from an unver-
ified broker—47 trucks, active insurance, and authorized operating status versus 0 trucks,
unknown insurance, and broker-only status

1.1 The Move You Lose Is Usually the Move You Did Not Vet

The estimate is $2,900. The pickup goes smoothly. The truck rolls away with every-

thing you own. Two weeks later, on delivery day, the driver hands you a revised bill for

$6,400 and tells you the truck stays loaded until you pay in cash. You call the company

you booked with — and find out that company never had a truck. They were a broker.

The carrier who actually has your belongings is a different company you have never

spoken to.

This is the most common interstate moving disaster, and it is almost entirely avoidable

at one step: before you book.

35%
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the share of US interstate moves that result in a damage claim filed against
the carrier — and roughly 1 in 7 moves involves a price increase or

hostage-load dispute at delivery1

The average interstate move costs around $4,400. The carrier who takes your binding

estimate and then doubles the price at delivery is not a rogue actor — they are working

a well-documented pattern that depends entirely on the customer arriving at booking

without documentation, without verification, and without a paper trail. This chapter is

the discipline that closes that door before it opens.

Warning

This book is not legal advice. State laws on intrastate moves vary significantly—

California’s Public Utilities Commission, New York’s Department of Transporta-

tion, and Texas’s TxDMV all enforce different rules than the federal FMCSA sys-

tem that covers interstate moves. For active disputes over $5,000, any threat of

a lien on your goods, or any case involving missing or stolen items, consult an

attorney licensed in your state. This book is the evidence and process system

that makes their job easier and your case stronger.

1.2 Broker vs Carrier: The Difference That Decides the Move

A motor carrier operates trucks, employs drivers, and physically transports your be-

longings. A broker sells you a moving contract and then sub-contracts the actual

transportation to a carrier — often one you have never heard of, sometimes a differ-

ent carrier than the one quoted, occasionally a carrier with a pattern of complaints the

broker did not disclose.

Brokers are not inherently fraudulent. Some are legitimate. But the broker-vs-carrier

distinction is the single highest-leverage piece of information in the entire move, and
1FMCSA Consumer Complaint Database, household-goods carrier complaints, multi-year aggrega-

tion. BBB Industry Studies on moving and storage list moving companies among the top three consumer-
complaint categories nationally.
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federal law requires it to be disclosed. The Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration

FMCSA requires every household-goods broker to register, disclose broker status in

writing, and use only registered carriers.

Why the distinction matters:

• A broker holds no liability for damage — the carrier does. Damage claims must be

filed against the carrier, not the broker. If you do not know who the carrier is, you

cannot file.

• A broker can change the carrier between booking and pickup without telling you,

unless your written agreement says otherwise.

• A broker can quote a low price and let the carrier collect the difference at delivery,

splitting the markup as a kickback. You are stuck with the truck and the inflated bill.

• A carrier holding hostage goods can be reported to FMCSA. A broker who took your

deposit and disappeared often cannot, unless you have documentation.

1.3 The FMCSA SAFER Lookup

Every legitimate interstate motor carrier and broker is registered with the FMCSA and

has a Motor Carrier MC number and a US Department of Transportation USDOT

number. Looking up either takes 90 seconds and is the single most important pre-

booking step.

The lookup:

1. Go to https://safer.fmcsa.dot.gov (the FMCSA Safety and Fitness Electronic

Records system)

2. Click “Company Snapshot”

3. Search by company name, USDOT number, or MC number

9 trust.guide



Chapter 1 trust.guide

4. Read the report. Confirm:

• Operating Status: AUTHORIZED FOR HHG (household goods)

• Operation Classification: AuthorizedForHHG not just “Authorized For Property”

• Carrier Operation: shows trucks owned/leased (carrier) vs. zero trucks (likely

broker)

• Insurance: BIPD/Cargo coverage listed and current

• Out-of-service orders: NONE

A company without active authority cannot legally carry household goods across state

lines. A companywith active authority but a long list of FMCSA complaints is a different

signal — proceed with documentation, not faith.

90
seconds — the time the FMCSA SAFER lookup takes, and the single

highest-leverage pre-booking move in the entire process

Pro Tip

Print or screenshot the SAFER snapshot for the company you book with. Save

the printout in your evidence binder alongwith the date you ran it. If the company

changes its operating status between booking and delivery (it does happen),

your dated snapshot proves what status they had when you signed.

1.4 The Five Booking Red Flags

After processing dozens of moving disputes, the same red flags appear at the booking

stage. Each one shaves dollars off your power balance later.
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1. Estimate by phone or email only. A legitimate interstate carrier wants to see what

they aremoving. In-home (or detailed video) survey is the norm. “We can quote you

sight unseen” is the leading indicator of the price-changing-at-the-door pattern.

2. Large upfront deposit demanded. Reputable interstate carriers ask for nothing

or a small reservation hold. Anyone demanding 30–50% upfront in cash, wire, or

untraceable payment is operating outside the standard model. Federal regulations

do not require upfront payment beyond standard reservation deposits.

3. No physical address or only a P.O. Box on the contract. Legitimate carriers have

warehouses, trucks parked at a yard, and a real street address you can drive to. A

virtual office is a broker pattern.

4. Generic “moving services” website with stock photos. Look for real trucks (with

the company logo and MC number visible), real warehouse photos, real customer

reviews on Google, BBB, and MovingScam.com. A site that could be any moving

company is usually a broker reselling carriers.

5. Pressure to sign immediately. “This rate expires in 24 hours” or “we only have one

truck left” are sales-pressure scripts. Real interstate move bookings happen 4–8

weeks in advance.

Key Insight

None of these red flags require expertise — they require the discipline to slow

down and look. Most consumers planning an interstate move are already

stressed (a new job, a new home, a deadline), and the broker-vs-carrier scam

pattern depends precisely on that stress. Two extra hours of vetting before

booking saves the average dispute customer dozens of hours, thousands of

dollars, and weeks of held-hostage belongings.
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1.5 Reputation Signals Worth Reading

Before booking, run three parallel reputation checks. Together they cost roughly 30

minutes.

1. FMCSAComplaint Database. At https://nccdb.fmcsa.dot.gov, search by company

name. Read the complaints. A handful of complaints across a multi-year history is nor-

mal for a high-volume carrier. Patterns matter: repeated “hostage load” or “estimate

doubled” complaints from different consumers are a strong negative signal.

2. MovingScam.com. Aconsumer-run forumcatalogingmoving-company complaints

since 2003. Search the carrier by name. The site is opinionated, not always fair, but

its pattern-detection is unusually good — a company with multiple thread mentions is

worth scrutinizing.

3. BBB and Google Reviews. BBB ratings are imperfect but worth reading the com-

plaint detail (not the star count). On Google, sort by recent reviews, read the 1 and

2-star ones, and look for moving-specific patterns: estimate increases, delivery de-

lays, damage claim denial.

Reputation-vetted carriers worth knowing as comparison anchors:

• AlliedVan Lines,Mayflower, NorthAmericanVan Lines, UnitedVan Lines—van-

line networks with consistent national reputations

• International Van Lines, Atlas Van Lines— well-rated carriers with strong claims-

process reputations

• HireAHelper, MoveBuddha — aggregator marketplaces that vet carriers and pro-

vide a layer of dispute resolution
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This is not an endorsement list — you must still vet your specific carrier — but these

are anchor names that experienced consumers use as comparison points. A quote

40% below an Allied or Mayflower bid for the same move is suspect, not a bargain.

1.6 The Three-Quote Discipline

Always get three in-home or video-survey estimates from three independent carriers.

The math:

• One estimate is a number with no context.

• Two estimates is a debate.

• Three estimates is a benchmark range.

Three quotes for the same shipment that cluster around $4,200, $4,600, and $4,400

give you a defensible range. One quote at $2,200 and two at $4,500 reveals the out-

lier — almost always a broker reselling a low number to lock you in, with the carrier

collecting the difference at delivery.

3
the number of independent in-home (or video-survey) estimates that reliably

reveal the real cost range of an interstate move — anything quoted
significantly below the cluster is the price-changing pattern in disguise

Case Study

The $2,200 Quote That Became $8,900

A consumer in Ohio moving to Arizona received quotes of $4,400, $4,750, and

$2,150 for the same shipment. She booked the low quote — a company that

turned out to be a broker reselling to an unaffiliated carrier. On pickup day
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the driver added $1,800 for “packing materials and stairs.” On delivery day in

Phoenix, the carrier demanded $8,900 total or the load would not be unloaded.

She paid $8,900 in cash to retrieve her belongings.

If she had ignored the $2,150 outlier and booked at the cluster average $4,575,

the actual delivery would have been at or near that price. The $4,325 difference

she ultimately paid was the broker-carrier kickback pattern playing out exactly

as designed.

Get the complete book — https://shop.pragma.vision
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