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Explaining its popularity, Bonnie Buck, managing editor of KNBC's Web site, said: "The Jiffy Lube investigation potentially affects everyone who has a car because it's in 
almost every neighborhood in America."

Headnote
Popularity of online mechanic fraud story proves effectiveness of Web investigations

In my 17 years of doing investigations on local television, I never imagined that millions of people nationwide would be watching my stories. But, that's exactly what's 
happening now, thanks to the Internet.

Last May, we aired an investigation by producer Matt Goldberg and me called "Is Your Mechanic Cheating?" When the investigation first aired, it was viewed by 578,000 
people in the Los Angeles area. Since then, about five million people across the country have viewed our investigation on the Internet. Clearly, the Internet is delivering a 
huge untapped audience for TV investigations.

"Viewers have always been hungry for investigative reporting," said Bob Long, KNBC news director. "Now, with the Web, they don't have to sit through an entire newscast 
to get it."

In some ways, our mechanic investigation was a classic local consumer expose. It uncovered wrongdoing at Jiffy Lube, the nation's largest lube and tune chain, which 
serves 30 million customers per year. Acting on a tip from an insider, we caught some L. A. Jiffy Lube locations charging customers for repairs that were never done. The 
story had good undercover tape, a revealing interview from an insider and a compelling confrontation with a top manager who lied on camera.

A few days after it aired, I realized something big was happening: The story was being spread "virally" across the Internet, meaning the story's link was being spread to e-
mail distribution lists and posted on other Web sites, drawing in more viewers. For example, the link was sent out on an email list of 200 working morns and California 
state employees, and it ended up on popular Web sites, such as Consumerworld.org. This drove millions of people to KNBC's Web site, www.nbc4.tv.

Currently, the story has had 2.3 million page views on our Web site, making it the most watched story ever on KNBC's site. When we include unauthorized circulation on 
numerous other sites, such as YouTube.com, the number of viewers swells to an estimated five million.

Explaining its popularity, Bonnie Buck, managing editor of KNBC's Web site, said: "The Jiffy Lube investigation potentially affects everyone who has a car because it's in 
almost every neighborhood in America."

Treasure trove

Before the story, the KNBC site had fallen to third among TV station Web sites in the L.A. market. Today it's ranked number one.

"Undoubtedly, the reason we got back on top is a direct result of the mechanic story," Buck said.

The Internet is a great venue for investigative reporters to showcase their work. It allows them to present their investigations in far greater detail than on the airwaves.

"A Web site is the place for an investigative story to really shine," Buck said. "A Web site isn't going to tell a reporter to keep their story to three minutes. We'll give you as 
much time and space to tell your story as you need."

Further, most stations' sites will allow a longer Web version of the story with elements and information that couldn't be included on air.

When we realized there was such high interest in the mechanic investigation, we decided to offer viewers an entire page dedicated to the Jiffy Lube story (www.nbc4.ft/
mechairicinvestigatioii/index). It contained the original investigation, plus material that normally would have ended up on the cutting room floor, such as a longer version 
of our insider interview and the complete statements we received from the Jiffy Lube corporation. We also shot and added new elements, such as a back story of Goldberg 
explaining how we wired our test cars with hidden cameras and a discussion board where Jiffy Lube customers could share their experiences.

We kept updating the investigation page with follow-up reports and new information, so it was constantly changing. This kept viewers coming back to the Web site again 
and again.

All of this exposure on the Web offers reporters more than just turbocharged viewership. In this case, it generated hundreds of e-mails to me from Jiffy Lube customers 
and employees in 17 states. Those e-mails were a treasure trove of tips and new information that allowed me to do important follow-up stories. Many of these viewers told 
me that the same type of wrongdoing I'd uncovered at the L.A. Jiffy Lube was occurring in other parts of the country. So, I asked NBC stations around the country to 
interview some of the people who e-mailed me. Months after my first Jiffy Lube report, I aired a follow-up showing that there might be wrongdoing at Jiffy Lube stores 
across the country.

Clearly the wide exposure our investigation was getting on the Web got the attention of Jiffy Lube executives. When our first report aired, Jiffy Lube refused to do an 
interview responding to our findings and stood firm in their refusal to talk for months. They simply issued written statements to respond to each report and follow-up.

But, several months later, as we were about to air a follow-up that was national in scope, Jiffy Lube did an about-face. A spokesperson admitted to me that Jiffy Lube had 
no idea this story would spread like wildfire across the Internet. The day before my September follow-up aired, the president of Jiffy Lube International, Luis Scoffone, got 
on a plane and flew from Houston to L.A. to do an interview with me. He began the interview by "personally apologizing" for the wrongdoing KNBC had uncovered at his 
stores, and he laid out steps the company was taking to prevent future problems.

Bright future

Even though television's share of news consumers may continue to decline, executives at KNBC don't foresee the demise of enterprise reporting. "The future for 
investigative reporting is bright," said Long.

Still, he adds that more and more viewers will be getting their investigations in the digital domain.

"The future of investigative reporting is on the Web and other digital services, such as iPod downloads," he said.

Long says he even foresees a day when viewers, hungry for more investigative and enterprise reporting, will "pay per view" to see investigative reports.
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