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Consumer Advocacy Toolkit 
Navigating Consumer Systems 
Debt collectors, credit agencies, financial institutions 
 
There are a number of players in the credit, consumer, banking, and debt collection industries. 
Sometimes it is difficult to determine who·V�ZKR. Survivors may need to interact with these entities 
when disputing errors on credit reports, disputing and paying debts and bills, obtaining past financial 
information, seeking or responding to debt lawsuits, and more. There are important things advocates, 
attorneys, and survivors alike can do as you navigate these consumer systems. 

 
This LV�WRRO�LV�D�´FKHDW�VKHHWµ�on navigating consumer systems, based on our Guidebook. Read below 
IRU�´TXLFN�WLSVµ�RQ�ZKR·V�ZKR, common challenges navigating consumer systems, and key safety 
considerations. Click the hyperlinks for additional resources and contact us for individualized support 
in your advocacy. 
 
Getting Started��:KR·V�ZKR" 
<RX�PLJKW�QHHG�WR�FRQWDFW�RU�EH�FRQWDFWHG�E\« 
Lenders and Creditors:   
The entity that provides the loan 

Government 
Debts 

9 Taxes (IRS) 
9 Federal Student Loans (Dept of Education 

or Loan Servicer, like Nelnet) 
9 Child support 

 

Unsecured 
Debts 

9 Credit cards 
9 Personal loan (Banks, PayDay lenders) 
9 Medical bills (Hospital, doctor, insurance) 

 

Secured Debts 9 Auto loans 
9 Mortgages 

 

Service-Based 
Debts 

9 Utilities (gas, electric, heat, water) 
9 Public assistance overpayments 

 

Debt Collectors: 
Companies hired by lenders to collect money on late or unpaid loans 

9 Collection law firm 
9 Debt buyer 
9 Debt collection agency 

 
Digging Deeper: Resources, Training & Tools 
Additional Credit & Debt Advocacy Tips  & Tools 

x Who Do I Pay First?: Prioritizing Debts of 
Survivors of Domestic Violence, PowerPoint 

x Newsletter: Prioritizing Spending during COVID 
 

x Debt collection agent form letter, Tool 
x Disputing Errors in a Credit Report, National 

Consumer Law Center 
x Credit report dispute template letter, Tool 

Specific players for specific 
issues 
 
Each Guidebook Chapter has 
definitions of the different 
systems and players & tips for 
talking with them: 

x Ch 2: Credit Reporting 
& Repair 

x Ch 3: Predatory 
Lending 

x Ch 4: Debt Defense 
x Ch 5: Identity Theft 

 
 

mailto:info@csaj.org?subject=Help%20with%20credit%20reporting%20and%20repair%20toolkit
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Who-Do-I-Pay-First-Prioritizing-Debts-of-Survivors-of-Domestic-Violence.pdf
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Who-Do-I-Pay-First-Prioritizing-Debts-of-Survivors-of-Domestic-Violence.pdf
https://mailchi.mp/97068554c8ac/survivor-centered-economic-advocacy-newsletter?e=%5bUNIQID%5d
https://csaj.org/library/view/debt-collection-agent-form-letter
http://www.nclc.org/images/pdf/older_consumers/cf_disputing-errors-in-a-credit-report.pdf
https://files.consumerfinance.gov/f/documents/092016_cfpb__CreditReportingSampleLetter.pdf
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/2.-Credit-Reporting-and-Repair-Chapter_KV_FINAL-3.pdf
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/2.-Credit-Reporting-and-Repair-Chapter_KV_FINAL-3.pdf
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/3.-Credit-Discrimination-and-Pred-Lending-Chapter_KV_FINAL-2.pdf
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/3.-Credit-Discrimination-and-Pred-Lending-Chapter_KV_FINAL-2.pdf
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/4-Debt-Chapter_DJ_FINAL-2.pdf
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/5.-Identity-Theft-Chapter_FC_FINAL.pdf


Advocacy in Review 
Identify & Dispute Errors on Credit Report 
(with links to in-depth resources in Credit & Debt Chapters) 

 Safety Considerations 

Order (i.e. request) Credit Report from one of the three Credit Bureaus 
(Experian, TransUnion, Equifax) and ask: 
x Are name and address correct? 
x Do you recognize all of the accounts?  
x Is the reported account information correct? For example, if there are 

late payments, does this seem correct?  
x Is any information on the credit report past the time frame permitted to 

be on the credit report? (see chart on p 24) 
x Are there debts that did not come from a contract or agreement to 

pay (like fines and traffic tickets)? Data furnishers are prohibited from 
reporting such debts. See more here. 

 
Dispute Letter: 
x Use template letters to write dispute letter. 
x Check to see if the same error(s) are reported in all three Credit Bureaus.  
x Send dispute letter via certified mail to the Credit Bureau(s). (Send 

copies and keep originals. Addresses here.) 
x If a survivor disputes information, but the investigation did not resolve the 

dispute, the survivor has the right to add a 100-word consumer 
statement including information about this dispute. 

x (More tips here) 

Personal information is shared 
every time a credit report is 
ordered (i.e. requested)  
--- is there risk that the abusive 
partner will check credit report 
or find out? 
(see alternatives to pulling 
credit reports, here) 
 
Consumer statement will be 
included on credit report  
--- discuss what to share and 
possible consequences with the 
survivor. 

Unhelpful or Reluctant Customer Service Employees  Safety Considerations 

When calling credit agencies, banks, and other lenders, customer service 
employees may be unhelpful. Encourage the survivor to hang up and try 
again, if they encounter an employee who is unable or unwilling to help 
them. Most companied have dozens of customer service representatives, so 
VRPHWLPHV�LW·V�MXVW�D�QXPEHUV�JDPH�WR�ILQG�VRPHRQH�KHOSIXO� 
 
This applies to debt collectors, creditors (i.e. calling to inquire about credit 
card debt/payments), or other lenders. 6HH�´SUDFWLFH�WLSVµ�RQ�Ch 2, p32  

Making this phone call can be 
very stressful. Offer to role-play 
making the phone call or for the 
survivor to make the phone call 
on speakerphone in your office. 
 
Create a credit/debt action 
plan (Ch3, p 45) with the 
survivor before you start making 
phone calls so they have a plan 
and can communicate it, as 
needed. 

Numerous/Harassing Phone Calls  Safety Considerations 

If the survivor has a small number of creditors, encourage them to pick up 
the phone when they receive a phone call, get contact information from the 
collector, and state that he or she doesn't wish to be contacted by phone. 
 
Cease Contact Letters (Ch 4, p56), asking the debt collector to stop: Once 
received, the debt collector cannot contact the client except to confirm 
that there will be no further contact, or to inform the client that it intends to 
take specific action to collect the debt, such as bringing a lawsuit. 
 
Keep a Log (Ch4, p55): Under Fair Debt Collections Practices Act (FDCPA) 
debt collectors are prohibited from threatening or harassing your client or 
making false or misleading statements. In a typical case, your client likely has 
multiple FDCPA violations, which could be used in counter-litigation. 

Role play the conversation. 
 
 
May speed up the process in 
which a creditor files a lawsuit. 
Discuss whether phone calls or 
likely lawsuit are more difficult 
for survivor.  
 
See options for settling debt 
and other strategies in Chapter 
4: Debt & Debt Defense. 

https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/2.-Credit-Reporting-and-Repair-Chapter_KV_FINAL-3.pdf
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/4-Debt-Chapter_DJ_FINAL-2.pdf
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/2.-Credit-Reporting-and-Repair-Chapter_KV_FINAL-3.pdf#page=10
https://files.consumerfinance.gov/f/documents/092016_cfpb__CreditReportingSampleLetter.pdf
https://files.consumerfinance.gov/f/documents/092016_cfpb__CreditReportingSampleLetter.pdf
http://www.nclc.org/images/pdf/older_consumers/cf_disputing-errors-in-a-credit-report.pdf
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/2.-Credit-Reporting-and-Repair-Chapter_KV_FINAL-3.pdf#page=12
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/2.-Credit-Reporting-and-Repair-Chapter_KV_FINAL-3.pdf#page=12
http://www.nclc.org/images/pdf/older_consumers/cf_disputing-errors-in-a-credit-report.pdf#page=18
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/3.-Credit-Discrimination-and-Pred-Lending-Chapter_KV_FINAL-2.pdf#page=12
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/3.-Credit-Discrimination-and-Pred-Lending-Chapter_KV_FINAL-2.pdf#page=12
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/4-Debt-Chapter_DJ_FINAL-2.pdf#page=11
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/4-Debt-Chapter_DJ_FINAL-2.pdf#page=10
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/4-Debt-Chapter_DJ_FINAL-2.pdf
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/4-Debt-Chapter_DJ_FINAL-2.pdf

