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Addressing Coerced Debt With 
Survivors Of Intimate 
Partner Violence 

Preparing for coerced debt work: 
role of advocates 

Navigating the complex consumer credit systems rules and regulations is challenging not only 
for survivors of intimate partner violence, but also for domestic violence advocates. This section 
uses voices of advocates and attorneys who have worked with survivors on coerced debt issues to 
highlight the role of non-lawyer domestic violence advocates and provide coerced debt advocacy 
strategies. 

Advocates are typically the first point of contact for survivors of IPV burdened with coerced debt. 
Therefore, it is important for advocates to use intake processes to assess for coerced debt, listen 
and watch for coerced debt red flags, and provide listening support. Effective economic advocates 
also engage in proactive coerced debt safety planning throughout the coerced debt advocacy 
process. 

A major role of domestic violence credit advocacy is helping to explain and navigate the credit 
system with survivors.  For example, an advocate might initially role play calling a debt collector with 
a survivor, and then be on the line with the survivor for support when the survivor makes the actual 
phone call. Advocates are not expected to know everything about these very complex consumer 
credit and debt systems. Advocates will learn more and more about these systems as they dig in to 
coerced debt work with survivors. It’s okay to tell a survivor, “We are learning about this together. I’ve 
helped other survivors with debt, but everyone’s experience is a little different. Let’s figure out who 
we should talk to next.” It is more important to be curious, to follow through on advocacy tasks, and 
be transparent than to know everything about the credit and debt system.

Advocates are also skilled at helping survivors with the real feelings of frustration (and even despair) 
created by confusing, slow moving credit and debt systems that do not have meaningful remedies 
for many coerced debt problems. Advocates help survivors get access to credit reports, review credit 
reports, and dispute incorrect credit information. Advocates provide non-judgmental, supportive 
listening. It is not the role of advocates to tell survivors what to do when it comes to coerced debt; 

SURVIVOR ADVOCATES’ ROLE IN COERCED DEBT WORK 



4

survivors’ wants, needs, risks, values, and goals should be central to all work.  It is also important 
to acknowledge verbally that if you are not an attorney, you cannot give legal advice or make legal 
suggestions to survivors. It is important that advocates be clear about their role of describing 
systems, walking with survivors throughout the process, and increasing survivors’ knowledge about 
their options. 

At times, survivors will need the support of an attorney. Through relationship building, credit work, 
and credit assessments, advocates often uncover consumer fraud or coercion that requires legal 
intervention. In these situations, advocates become the connection to consumer law attorneys. 
Whenever possible, advocacy organizations should build relationships with local consumer lawyers, 
trying to find consumer attorneys who understand intimate partner violence, or who are willing to 
learn more about IPV (learn more in Part 3 Building Partnerships section).  When partnerships are 
established, advocates can tell survivors about the referring attorneys, preferably making the initial 
phone call or email to the attorney with the survivor. Advocates should explain to the survivor why 
they think a consumer lawyer will be helpful in their situation, and prepare the survivor for the legal 
process and how an attorney might need to assess the situation. Ask the survivor if it’s okay for you 
to work together to help the attorney understand the survivor’s situation.

CHALLENGES FOR ADVOCATES

Intimate partner violence advocates witness the devastating impact of coerced debt on survivors 
but often feel ill-equipped to help.  Advocates face a myriad of obstacles, including lack of training 
and experience, lack of organizational support, and their own financial challenges, that can make 
engaging in coerced debt advocacy work challenging.  Even starting a conversation about debt 
or credit with survivors can feel overwhelming to advocates who have limited financial/consumer 
background information. 

Very few intimate partner violence service providers provide explicit training on coerced debt, 
debt repair, or even obtaining or reading reports. Even fewer providers mentor new advocates in 
economic advocacy skills making advocates reliant on their own credit experiences or knowledge 
to navigate this aspect of their work. Additionally, many advocates themselves struggle with their 
own consumer credit challenges. Advocates might wonder, “how can I help someone else when 
I have credit problems of my own?” Krist DelGallo of the Texas Family Violence Council explains 
that because, “..we are all consumers involved in the credit system that is predatory, acting as a 
consumer advocate for others while feeling overwhelmed by the advocate’s own credit situation, can 
feel daunting.” Krista also acknowledges that advocates’ feelings of hesitation can be tied to issues 
of class and that the credit system can feel like something only ‘wealthy people’ can understand. 
Domestic violence advocates’ average wage continues to lag when compared to other human 
service positions. Rising consumer prices, challenges associated with Covid, and limited employee 
benefits are associated with higher levels of consumer debt for domestic violence advocates.
Mona Muro, also of Texas Family Violence Council, identifies that advocates hesitate to engage in 
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credit advocacy for several reasons: 1) because they also might be in difficult financial positions, 2) 
they might not have the information or skill set needed, and 3) they often are not doing credit work 
for themselves (for example, pulling and reviewing their own credit reports to look for incorrect or 
fraudulent information). 

ADVOCATE SPOTLIGHT

Tessa (named and details changed) is an advocate in a rural community in the midwest. She 
is the only bi-lingual advocate in her county and is well respected by her co-workers and 
survivors love to work with her. During an economic advocacy training, Tessa said that doing 
economic work with survivors was “re-traumatizing” for her because of her own economic 
challenges and credit history. Tessa said that her parents struggled with money and as 
immigrants to the United States, they were locked out of the credit system and therefore 
didn’t teach her about credit cards. As a first generation college student, Tessa took out 
several credit cards that were now maxed out and she had several late pays. Then, after 
experiencing coerced debt from a partner, Tessa co-signed on an auto loan and the vehicle 
was eventually repossessed. Tessa said she would not want her co-workers to know about her 
financial problems and felt like her experiences made her unqualified to help survivors. After 
Tessa shared her experiences, other advocates in the training talked about their own struggles 
with money and validated Tessa’s experiences. Tessa continued to engage in economic 
advocacy training and now identifies herself as a fierce economic advocate. She used her own 
experiences to relate with her clients and learned strategies for reading credit reports, credit 
repair and credit building. Tessa now identifies coerced debt work as an integral part 
of advocacy. 

HOW CAN ADVOCATES INCREASE CREDIT ADVOCACY SKILLS AND COMFORT?

Anti-violence organizations can increase advocates’ credit competency by increasing credit training, 
support for longer-term, flexible credit work with clients, and credit centered employee supervision 
and mentorship.  In addition to the nuts and bolts of consumer credit training, including reading 
credit reports and making disputes, advocates’ credit confidence will grow if they can explore their 
own relationship to the credit system. Ms. Muro emphasizes the importance of helping advocates 
understand their own credit value systems, examine their relationship with finances and explore 
how those barriers or hesitations of doing their own financial work carries over to coerced debt 
work with survivors.  By engaging in consumer activities in their own lives, advocates gain confidence 
and comfort that can inform their work with survivors.

Once advocates gain credit confidence and skills, intimate partner violence advocates are perfectly 
suited to engage in coerced debt work. Why? Intimate partner violence advocates understand the 
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complex interaction between safety and finances for survivors, are skilled at navigating challenging 
systems, and work well in organizational partnerships, which are often essential in coerced 
debt work. 

As noted by Carla Sanchez-Adams of the National Consumer Law Center, “people don’t self-identify 
as coerced debt victims, so we are required to engage in conversations to learn more about 
their coerced debt.”  There are several reasons why survivors might not self-identify as having 
experienced coerced debt. First, sometimes the survivor doesn’t even know about the debt coercion 
because it was a part of the deception and their partner is hiding the debt information from them.  
Second, the survivor may think that because they ‘complied’ with a debt out of fear or threats that 
the debt is their fault or responsibility. For example, an abusive partner threatens to take the kids 
if their partner doesn’t agree to apply for a new credit card. Or, finally, the survivor might not share 
about their debt coercion because they don’t know that the intimate partner violence organization 
has the capacity to help with debt issues. For all of these reasons, advocates need to proactively and 
thoughtfully engage in conversations about, and intentionally screen for, coerced debt with survivors 
of IPV.  

Because conversations about coerced debt can be emotionally difficult for survivors,Teal Inzunza, 
Program Director of the Economic Empowerment Program at the Urban Resource Institute in 
New York City, suggests that advocates preface coerced debt conversations by acknowledging the 
discomfort when talking about these issues and normalize the uncomfortable feelings. The advocate 
could say something like, “I know that money and challenges with money are not something we 
usually talk about with people we don’t know very well and it can feel awkward or hard to discuss. It 
is for me as well. But, I’m going to ask you some questions about money because I’ve found that a lot 
of the people I work with are really worried about money and that some of these worries are related 
to things that have happened with their partner. If you really don’t want to talk about it, that’s okay. 
You don’t have to answer anything that feels too private.” 

Teal also suggests that advocates pay attention to language used in the financial world.  Financial 
and consumer language is not trauma informed or friendly; for example, it’s common to see 
words and phrases like, “forced to sign”, “late”, or “declined”.  She cautions advocates to be careful 
when using words like “force” that can be overwhelming for survivors. Instead of asking, “ did your 
[partner] force you to sign the credit card contract”, Teal suggests using phrases like, “did you feel 
like you couldn’t say no” or “did you feel pressured”. As you begin the coerced debt conversation, let 
the survivor know that they can take breaks, skip questions, or stop the conversation at any time. 

Starting the conversation about 
coerced debt 
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When screening for coerced debt, it is also important to be honest and transparent with survivors 
about why we are asking debt-related questions and what we will do with the information they 
provide.  If you are asking about coerced debt, you should be willing to do the necessary credit work 
with the survivor or make a soft referral to someone who can help with credit or debt issues. Asking 
about sensitive issues like coerced debt and not following through with advocacy is invasive and 
could make the survivor lose more trust in your services.

For effective coercive debt advocacy, Carla Sanchez-Adams recommends that advocates understand 
how economic abuse, coercive control, and controlled finances are playing a part in the survivor’s 
economic situation.  Advocates can learn more about the coerced debt situation the survivor 
is facing by asking intentional questions about the survivor’s situation and exploring red flag 
statements made by the survivor.  If possible, screening should be done in a private location 
after the advocate has developed rapport with the survivor.  During screening, some information 
gathering questions might be answered by a simple “yes or no”(close-ended); but try to follow up 
with open-ended questions that allow for survivors to expand on their answers. For example, “Did 
you ever feel like you couldn’t say no when your partner asked you to sign up for a new credit 
card? Tell me more about what you were worried would happen.” Marisa Mena of CAMBA suggests 
exploring for potential instances of identity theft by asking, “does anyone else have your personal 
information?” See the side panel for links to screening tools and red flag statements. 

In your conversation with the survivor, follow up on vague or complicated responses and use 
proactive listening skills, including summarizing, to let the survivor know you are understanding their 

EXAMPLES OF COERCED DEBT 
CLIENT RED FLAG STATEMENTS 

(from CSAJ’s ACCESS eCourse by Teal Inzunza and Carla Sanchez-Adams)

• X handled all of the mail; I didn’t have access to the mail during that relationship
• I don’t want X to know where I live
• The car loan is in my name, but I don’t have a license (or I don’t drive)
• I can’t access my bank statement/tax returns/financial documents. X handles all of that.
• I opened that account because X asked/told me to.
• I guess X added him/her/themself on that account. I didn’t know.

Screening for coerced debt and 
credit safety
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situation. If you are taking notes, let the survivor know 
and tell them how your documentation will be used and 
stored.  Coerced debt screening can also help advocates 
find consumer issues that could be dealt with most 
effectively by a consumer attorney. Advocates should use 
this opportunity to explain their concerns to the client and 
make a referral to a consumer attorney. Finally, remember 
to center safety in your screening questions. 

After screening for coerced debt, reviewing the survivor’s 
credit report is an essential step in coerced debt advocacy. 
As Teal explains, looking at a credit report can be extremely 
traumatic for survivors, as it is a chronological, “story of my 
life” visual of the abuse survivors have experienced or the 
financial decisions they have been forced to make as a part 
of surviving. Before pulling a credit report, assess for safety 
and have explicit conversations about the possible trauma 
and emotional difficulty associated with looking at a credit 
report. Ask the survivor how they are feeling about pulling 
the report and normalize feelings of fear, overwhelm, or 
numbness about looking at the report. Ask the survivor 

ADVOCACY QUICK TIPS

Survivors may not talk about 
debt because:
• They do not know about the 

debt;
• They think the debt is their 

fault;
• They think you/your org 

cannot help with debt
• Talking about coerced debt 

brings up abuse

Advocates can:
• Acknowledge discomfort 

in talking about debt (and 
money)

• Acknowledge that financial 
and consumer language 
survivors may encounter or 
hear is not trauma-informed 
or friendly (eg. “forced to 
sign”, “late”, or “declined”)

• Be honest and transparent 
about why you’re asking 
about debt, why it matters to 
safety, and what you will do 
with information

• Offer lots of breaks or 
to stop the conversation 
completely

Credit reports1: 
safety, ordering, 
reviewing 

if there are any specific items they are worried about seeing on the report. Assess whether the 
survivor thinks their partner is interfering with their credit or monitoring their report. If the survivor 
is concerned that their partner might be monitoring their credit report, consider using an address 
that is known to the partner when pulling the credit reports.  

As you review the credit report, go through personal information. Is all of the personal information 
correct? Then, review each account for fraud and coercion. Ask questions like, “Do you recognize 
this account? Do you remember opening it?” If a survivor says no, look at the open date. Could the 
servicer have changed names? Sold the account? Assess for identity theft. If a survivor recognizes 
the account, ask the survivor to tell you more about the circumstances surrounding opening the 
account. Ask, “Did your partner have any influence on your decision to open this account? If yes, ask, 
“What do you think would happen if you said no?” Be sure to listen and assess for threats of harm 
for non-compliance and for coercive behaviors. 
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Abusive partners often use fraud, threats and coercive tactics with revolving credit, such as credit 
cards. Ask the survivor, has your partner ever used this account without you knowing (possible 
fraud). Or, has your partner ever pressured you to use this account when you didn’t want to. Again, 
assess what the survivor thought would happen if they said no.

Not all debt will show up on a credit report, so ask the survivor if there are other accounts they 
thought they would see on the credit report that weren’t there. 

Finally, many people stop opening mail when it becomes overwhelming. Ask the survivor if they are 
getting a lot of mail about different debts. If the survivor has stopped opening their mail, offer to 
open the mail with the survivor so that you both can understand their financial situation more fully. 
If opening the mail feels like too much, discuss options with the survivor such as using your time 
together to sort the unopened mail so that it is easier to open and organize when they are ready. 

Survivor centered debt disputes: 
assessing survivor safety 
and goals2 
Advocates can help survivor’s dispute debt with the goal of reducing the impact of the debt on the 
survivor’s credit situation.  With each possible dispute, the advocate needs to know whether or not 
the survivor wants to dispute the debt and understand how the survivor thinks disputing the debt 
will affect their safety and well-being. 

For example: 

If you determine that a survivor wants to move forward, the next step in disputing a debt is to 
identify the type of each debt. Ask the following questions to understand more about the debt. Is 
the debt:
• Joint? Authorized user? Individual account/
• Secured (for example, auto loan) or unsecured (for example, credit card)
• Private lender or federal or state government?

In order to understand how state law impacts the debt, you will want to know if the survivor and the 
person using debt coercion are married? Divorced? Are they intimate partners but not married? Is 
there a common law marriage? Do they live in a community property state?

If the debt is the result of identity theft (for example, the abusive partner used the survivor’s 
identification without their permission to open an account), the survivor has the right to block all 
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information that comes from the identity theft from showing on their credit report and the credit 
reporting agency is responsible blocking this information (this is 1681c-2). While this solution can be 
a helpful strategy, in order to get a block under 1681c-2, the survivor must get an identity 
theft report. 

There are several challenges to getting an identity theft report. Firstly, a survivor might be afraid of 
retaliation as a result of reporting the ID theft or might not feel emotionally ready to report the ID 
theft. The survivor might also worry about the consequence of reporting to an official government 
organization. Policing and other government organizations are not safe for everyone, and the 
survivor might be afraid of very real safety consequences of reporting based on their or their 
partner’s identities. For example, a survivor whose partner is not documented might be worried 
about deportation. Additionally, many police (individuals and departments) refuse to take ID theft 
reports with clients.  Talk with survivors about the risks and benefits of attempting to get an ID theft 
report and be thoughtful about the survivors situation, identities, and past experiences working with 
the police and other governmental organizations.

Survivors have the right to dispute any inaccurate information (amount of a debt, identifying 
information, etc.) on a credit report.  The dispute should include an explanation and supporting 
documents (if possible) to demonstrate that the information is inaccurate. 

While the CRA websites offer online disputing tools, it is helpful to get the dispute in writing and 
send by certified mail, return receipt requested, in order to have a paper trail. Discuss the pros and 
cons of both strategies with survivors. Request an updated copy of the credit report when sending a 
dispute letter.

For identity theft, request that the debt is blocked and/or deleted and dispute the debt in writing, 
remembering that you need to include the ID theft report (see above). 

The CRA sends the dispute to the furnisher (the creditor or debt collector reporting the debt, 
account, information, etc) and the furnisher verifies or deletes the information. The CRA then has 30 
days to complete the reinvestigation and send the results. 

CHALLENGES WITH IDENTITY THEFT REPORTS

CREDIT REPORTING DISPUTES
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The Truth in Lending Act (TILA)  has two parts that apply to credit card debt:
1. Fair Credit Billing Act (FCBA)
2. Unauthorized Use

TILA gives survivors the ability to dispute unauthorized accounts or unauthorized charges and that 
a creditor will investigate the claims. The creditor cannot simply deny a claim of unauthorized use 
because the victim was married or in a relationship with the abusive partner.  

For these disputes, make sure they are in writing and sent by certified mail, return receipt requested 
to the billing error address on the credit card statement, even if the dispute was done orally by 
phone first. 

The dispute letter should also include a request for the documents the credit card company uses 
to determine the outcome of the dispute, including the credit card agreement, the statements, etc. 
Ask the credit card company to request that the consumer reporting agencies delete OR update the 
account on the credit report file. If this is identity theft, provide a copy of the ID theft report.

The dispute must be in writing to the company’s address for billing error dispute (listed on the credit 
card statement and can sometimes be found online) and must be within 60 days of receiving the 
first bill or statement that contains the error. The letter must include:
• The survivor’s name and account number (if unknown, the survivor’s SSN)
• A statement that the survivor believes there is a billing error and the amount of the error/

unauthorized charges
• The reason for this belief

The letter should also include a request for documents the credit card company uses to determine 
the outcome of the dispute. The credit card company has 90 days to investigate and must confirm 
they received the dispute within 30 days of the receipt. 

Coercive transitions are covered under the unauthorized use which is defined as the use of a 
credit card by a person other than the cardholder who does not have actual, implied, or apparent 
authority for use and from which the cardholder receives no benefit.  Actual, implied or apparent 
authority is defined by state law. The law will ask, “What did the survivor do to indicate implied or 
apparent authority?” The best practice is to send the dispute in writing (although it can be oral) and 
there are no requirements for timing address, or phone number.

CREDIT CARD DEBT DISPUTES 

THE FAIR CREDIT BILLING ACT

UNAUTHORIZED USE UNDER TILA
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Once the notice is given (like a call to customer service), the liability for unauthorized use is frozen at 
$50 or the amount of the unauthorized use, whichever is less. However, in order to charge the $50, 
the credit card company has to prove: the card was “accepted” by the cardholder. “Accepted” means 
requested, received, signed, and used by the consumer or authorized user; It provided a means to 
identify the cardholder or authorized user (signature, picture, etc.) Card issuer doesn’t have to prove 
that the merchant used this means but if the transaction was done by mail, internet, or phone with 
only card number and info like CVV or expiration date, the consumer can’t be liable. 

The Fair Debt Collection Practices Act (FDCPA) provides protections against harassment and 
unlawful or deceptive debt collections, meaning that debt collectors have to follow rules about when 
they can contact the survivor, what they can say, and how they can say it. For the FDCPA to apply, 
the debt must be in default and the debt collector or debt buyer must be a person or entity whose 
“principal purpose” is to collect debts or who “regularly collects or attempts to collect, directly or 
indirectly, debts owed or due” to another.   

The FDCPA can be very helpful for survivors who are being contacted continually by debt collectors. 
Some survivors dread every time their phone rings and they are bothered by debt collectors, 
especially when the debt is coerced. The fair debt collection act gives survivors the right to request 
the collectors stop communicating with them; if the debt is disputed by the survivor, the collector 
must stop collection efforts on the disputed debt until collector responds to the dispute and reports 
the debt as in dispute to the CREA; and the survivor can request “validation” of the debt (if done 
within 30 days of the initial communication) which include the right to request all documentation 
regarding the debt.

Make FDCPA disputes in writing, by certified mail and return receipt requested. If the survivor wants 
the debt collectors to stop contacting them, include a cease communications request or outline the 
parameters of communications. 

SURVIVORS RIGHTS: DEBT COLLECTORS OR DEBT BUYERS COLLECTING 
ON ACCOUNTS
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PROTECTIONS UNDER THE FAIR DEBT COLLECTIONS PRACTICES ACT
DEBT COLLECTORS CANNOT: 

• Communicate with third parties about the debt unless the contact is solely for the 
purposes of locating the survivor and do not reveal the call is about an unpaid debt.

• Communicate at unusual or inconvenient times - usually before 8 a.m. and after 9 p.m.- or 
places like work if the collector knows the employer prohibits personal calls.

• Contact a survivor when the collector knows they are represented by a lawyer.
• Contact a survivor after receiving a cease communications letter.
• Use obscene, derogatory, or insulting remarks, or threaten arrest.
• Make false, misleading, or deceptive representations in collecting debts or about the 

character, amount, or legal status of the debt

If the survivor has experienced ID theft, they have a right to dispute a debt and should include the 
ID theft report. Once a debt collector is notified of the fraud due to identity theft, they cannot sell or 
transfer the debt or place it for further collection. 

This act covers the use of a debit card that can access a survivor’s account, withdrawals, and 
transfers between accounts. 

Electronic Fund Transfer includes stores (point of sale transfers), ATM, Direct Deposits, Withdrawal 
of funds, and transfers of funds. An unauthorized electronic fund transfer is an electronic fund 
transfer, or a series of related transfers, from a consumer’s account “initiated by a person other than 
the consumer without actual authority to initiate the transfer and from which the consumer receives 
no benefit.” So, if a survivor’s partner takes their ATM card without their permission, buys items from 
the store and takes out extra cash and uses it for themselves, it is an unauthorized electronic fund 
transfer. 

How much money is the survivor responsible for in that scenario?  The survivor’s liability for the 
unauthorized transfers depends on when the survivor notifies the bank.

If a card is lost or stolen, the maximum liability is $50 if reported within 2 business days (less if 
unauthorized amount is less). If the survivors reports after 2 business days but before the end of 60 
days, $500.00 is the maximum liability.

If the card is not lost or stolen, there is no liability for the first 60 days; but unlimited liability after 

BANKS COLLECTING DEBTS ON CHECKING ACCOUNTS: ELECTRONIC FUNDS 
TRANSFER ACT (EFTA) 
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that for charges after 60 days and before it is reported. 

The key piece of advocacy is letting the survivor know the importance of calling as soon as they 
can safely do so. The survivor can use the phone number on the statement, but can talk to any 
representative. The survivor should document who they spoke with (name, number, employee 
number if possible) and the time of day of the call or notice. After the phone call, the survivor should 
send a written dispute with certified mail, with a return receipt request and include supporting 
evidence. Request documents pertaining to the investigation. 

Discuss the options going forward with the survivor. The survivor doesn’t know how the bank will 
rule in the case, so they cannot count on any provisional credit in the account. The survivor also 
needs to be aware that the account could overdraft and to consider canceling automatic drafts 
or payments. The survivor can also consider closing the bank account to prevent any future 
unauthorized transfers and open a new bank account. Discuss the possible ramifications of closing 
the account with the survivor and the possible challenges of opening a new account. 

What do organizations need 
to do to support coerced debt 
partnerships?
Creative, proactive coerced debt partnerships and concerted coerced debt advocacy work requires 
organizational support from intimate partner violence advocacy, legal, and consumer organizations.  
To start, organizations need to create a deep understanding of the connection between survivor 
safety and coerced debt. Then, organizations can work to understand their needs, strengths, and 
goals around coerced debt work and engage organizational leadership at all levels to commit to 
coerced debt work. Finally, an organizational shift is required to embrace longer term coerced debt 
work, increase training and organizational support for coerced debt work and engage in meaningful 
partnership building. The following “steps” give ideas for creating organizational change. While they 
are numbered one through five for ease of the reader, they could occur in a different order or 
happen concurrently.  

Coerced debt work within an organization requires commitment to survivor economic safety and 
a deep understanding of the connection between survivor well being and credit access. As was 
described in the beginning of this index, coerced debt causes financial hardship putting survivors at 
greater risk of financial and physical harm. Many crisis focused organizations have less experience 
providing long-term advocacy services and because coerced debt work requires on-going, survivor 
centered economic advocacy that is flexible, ongoing, and creative, this might necessitate a shift 

STEP 1: COMMIT TO LEARNING ABOUT COERCED DEBT WORK
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in services (Sullivan and Goodman, 2019).  Because coerced is not a quick fix, organizations must 
invest in time and energy to understand their coerced debt needs, train and supervise advocates, 
and create meaningful community partnerships. The first step is committing to learning more about 
coerced debt work. 

In order to understand the impact of coerced debt on survivors and to assess the organization’s 
specific coerced debt needs, strengths, and possible partners, the organization must engage in 
client and organizational assessment around coerced debt work. Assessment questions could 
include:
• How are the survivors we are working with impacted by coerced debt? 
• What barriers does coerced debt cause for survivors in our community (housing, transportation, 

employment, etc). 
• What are we doing about coerced debt as an organization ? Who else in our community is doing 

this work or might have an interest or skills? How can we connect with those orgs?
•  What are our organization goals around coerced debt? How is this connected to our 

organizational mission? How might we fund coerced debt work? 

Organizations must use this assessment data to inform coerced debt advocacy structure, training, 
and support. Adopting “best practices” from outside organizations can backfire if they are not 
adapted to the organization culture, capacity and needs. 

To increase the likelihood that coerced debt will become integral to organizational work, leaders 
of many kinds need to be involved in changing organizational programming and culture. While we 
often think about engaging hierarchical leadership in change efforts, we also need to pay attention 
to “movers and shakers” at all levels of organizations who can create meaningful and lasting change. 

Thought leaders are people who challenge their colleagues to think in new ways. Who are thought 
leaders in your organization? Identify these people and share with them the assessment information 
and talk more about the impact of coerced debt on survivors’ long term safety. Ask thought leaders 
how they might help their colleagues think about this issue in new ways. Some possibilities include:

• Asking thought leaders to provide information to co-workers in staff meetings, in service 
trainings, or in one on one conversations

• Invite thought leaders to share their learnings at a board meeting
• Work to together to create internal goals, training and protocols around coerced debt work 

STEP 2:  ASSESS CLIENT AND ORGANIZATIONAL COERCED DEBT NEEDS, 
STRENGTHS, AND AREAS FOR GROWTH

STEP 3: ENGAGE ORGANIZATIONAL LEADERSHIP 
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Action leaders help people in your organization advocate in new or different ways.  Who are the 
action leaders in your organization? Are they the same people as the thought leaders? How might 
you engage the action leaders? Does it make sense for some action leaders to participate in a pilot 
program? Some ideas for engagement include:
• Share assessment information and discuss coerced debt advocacy strategies; invite Action 

leaders to participate in ACCESS eCourse and engage in coerced debt advocacy
• Ask action leaders to have other advocates shadow them as they do coerced debt work 
• Ask action leaders to share their experiences of coerced debt advocacy in staff meetings, board 

meeting, and/or individually with colleagues

Successful coerced debt work will require ongoing training at all levels of the organization. Direct 
practice advocates can increase information with the ACCESS eCourse. Supervisors must be trained 
to understand that coerced debt will be more long term and require flexibility. Organization goals 
and evaluation methods might need to shift to reflect coerced debt work. New staff onboarding will 
need to include coerced debt training. 

Organizations will be much more successful helping survivors with coerced debt when they are in 
partnership across their community. Use your assessment data to find people in your community 
who are interested in coerced debt work. These could be credit counseling organizations, consumer 
law organizations, anti-poverty organizations, individual consumer attorneys, engaged citizens, or 
many others.  When you get in touch with someone who is interested in the work, ask them who 
else you should be talking to. Work with partner organizations to provide cross trainings or come 
together for a coerced debt community summit. Consider starting a coerced debt committee or task 
force in your community. Continue reading for partnership examples from around the country! 

STEP 4: BUILD ORGANIZATIONAL CAPACITY 

STEP 5: CREATE PARTNERSHIPS 
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ENDNOTES
1 For more background information about credit reports, credit scores, and general credit report advocacy with   
 survivors, see Building & Repairing Survivors’ Credit Reports in CSAJ’s Guidebook on Consumer & Economic Civil   
 Legal Advocacy For Survivors.

2 See CSAJs eCourse, Module on Coerced Debt for a detailed presentation on disputes by Teal Inzunza and Carla   
 Sanchez-Adams.




