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Many consumers receive calls and letters from debt collectors. Most of these are from 
debt collection businesses collecting on valid debts.

In some cases, though, the caller may not be a collector at all. It could be a scam artist 
pretending to be a debt collector. 

This guide will help you learn about and avoid scams and give you tips on how to work 
with debt collectors to resolve your debt. Don’t avoid real debt collectors.

If you owe the debt
Work with the debt collector to find the 
solution that is best for you. If you avoid 
their calls or letters, they may take more 
aggressive steps to collect. They could file a 
lawsuit against you, or put the debt on your 
credit report, if they haven’t done that 
already. 

Debt collectors often are able to set up an 
affordable payment plan or even accept less 
than the full balance to close the account. 
Discuss these options with the collector. 

Know who you are speaking with  
Collectors must verify that you are the correct person to speak with 
about the debt. By law, they must check your identity so they don’t talk 
about you or your debt with others who don’t have a right to know. Likewise, you 
will want to verify that the caller is a legitimate debt collector. The chart on the next page can help you 
sort out who’s calling.

Just because you don’t recognize the name of the company doesn’t mean it’s a scam. Debts are 
sometimes legally sold, customer service providers change (especially for mortgages and student loans) 
and companies (especially banks) are bought by other companies.

If you don’t owe the debt
Taking appropriate steps will stop 
the calls. See “You 
have important 
rights.”



If you suspect the caller is a crook
Ask the caller to send you written information 
about the debt and the collection agency. Tell the 
caller you won’t discuss the debt until you receive 
the letter.

Speaking with a debt collector
Once you get proof that the caller is a real debt 
collector and the debt is yours, discuss your case 
and explain your situation.

The first time you speak with them 
about the debt, get a clear 

understanding of which 
debt they are calling 

about. Ask for the 
amount you owe (with 
details of fees, inter-
est and the age of 
the debt). It’s impor-
tant to know that 
debt collectors have 

a limited number of 
years—the statute of 

limitations—to sue you to 

Legitimate Debt Collectors Crooks Pretending to Be Collectors

To protect the privacy of your information, a 
legitimate debt collector may ask to verify your 
name, address, month and year of birth, or the 
last FOUR digits of your Social Security number.

May ask for your FULL Social Security number, 
COMPLETE birthdate or other personal 
information that seems excessive, and won’t 
offer you alternatives for verifying your identity

Once they have verified that you are the person 
they are trying to reach, they will tell you the 
purpose of the call and the fact that they are a 
collector. If asked, they will give you their 
company’s name, address, phone number and 
website address.

May make excuses to avoid giving you 
information about themselves, their company or 
the debt, or they may claim to be from a fake 
government agency that sounds real

Will treat you professionally and with respect, 
will LISTEN to you, offer you options and try to 
work with you

May harass you or use profanity, may be 
unprofessional or threaten you with arrest, jail 
time, violence or other criminal action

Will allow you to speak to a manager, supervisor 
or compliance officer if you are unhappy with 
your conversation with the collector

May stonewall you about being allowed to talk 
with any other representative of the company

collect. This period varies by state. (Learn more 
about these “time-barred debts” at the Federal 
Trade Commission’s website: bit.ly/FTC-time-barred.)

During the call, you might also discuss possible 
repayment options. Once you are comfortable it’s 
your debt and have a chance to review your financ-
es, consider committing to a repayment plan that 
you can keep up with. 

Keep in mind:

n Stay calm. Try not to raise your voice. 
n Write down and keep details about all phone 
calls, including dates, times and topics discussed, 
and any letters or emails you receive.
n If you cannot reach an agreement for repayment, 
or you do not want the debt collector to call you for 
any reason, write to the debt collection company 
and ask it to stop calling.
n If you tell the collector to stop calling, it doesn’t 
mean the debt will go away. You may still get sued 
for the debt or it may be reported to the credit 
bureaus. (You must be informed when a lawsuit 
is filed. Never ignore such notices!) Staying in 
contact might be a better option.

http://bit.ly/FTC-time-barred


You have important rights!
You have the right to request verification (proof) of the debt, as well as the name and address of the 
original creditor. You must make your request in writing to the debt collector within 30 days of receiving a 
“validation notice.” (This validation notice, which must be sent to you within five days of the collector’s 
first contact, contains important information about the debt.) However, you may dispute a debt at any 
time. If you ask for verification (proof) of the debt and/or information about the original credit account, 
the debt collector must stop efforts to collect from you until they have responded.

If you prefer to be contacted in a different way (cell phone, text message, email, etc.) or at particular 
times, notify the collector of your preference in writing. 

If you receive a collection letter in the mail, read it carefully. Unless you have reason to believe the letter 
is a fake, you should respond. Do not ignore collection letters.

Communicating with a collector
n Present any dispute you may have with the debt 
and/or explain any circumstances that affect your 
ability to pay it.

n Don’t be afraid to negotiate if you owe the debt 
and can afford to pay something.

n If necessary, make an appointment for a follow-up 
call at a time that works for you. 

n Make sure you keep the appointment, even if you 
are having trouble figuring out how to repay the 
debt. Being a “no-show” will not help your case and 
could open you up to a lawsuit or negative credit 
reporting. 

n If you come to a repayment agreement, using a 
payment method you are comfortable with, ask the 
collector to put all details of the agreement in 
writing and give you a copy.

Additional resources
You have a right to get your credit reports for free 
every 12 months at www.annualcreditreport.com. If you 
don’t know what debts you owe, this is a good 
place to start. Just be aware that not all past-due 
debts are reported to credit bureaus.

If you have unpaid debts, be aware of your rights 
so that you don’t miss out on available consumer 
protections. 

Learn more about the debt collection process and 
debtors’ rights in Consumer Action’s “Debtors’ 
Rights: Protecting yourself from debt collection 
lawsuits” (bit.ly/1Mwitzk) and “The Fair Debt 
Collection Practices Act: How it restricts collectors 
and protects consumers” (bit.ly/1OalZzo).

Having trouble?
If you’re having trouble with a debt collector, 
submit your complaint and/or your request that 
collection calls stop directly to the company’s 
compliance department. If you are not able to 
resolve the issue directly with the collection agen-
cy, you can submit a complaint with: 

n The Consumer Financial Protection Bureau 
(CFPB) (1.usa.gov/1Wlk4Y2) 
n Your state’s attorney general (www.naag.org 
provides a state directory) 
n The Better Business Bureau (go.bbb.org/1RgnpWV) 

About Consumer Action
www.consumer-action.org 
Through multilingual consumer education materi-
als, community outreach and issue-focused advo-
cacy, Consumer Action empowers underrepresent-
ed consumers nationwide to assert their rights in 
the marketplace and financially prosper.

Consumer advice and assistance: Submit consum-
er complaints to our advice and referral hotline: 
www.consumer-action.org/hotline/complaint_form/ or       
415-777-9635.

Chinese, English and Spanish spoken

About this guide
Consumer Action created this guide in partnership 
with the Consumer Relations Consortium, a group 
of 20-plus leaders in the debt collection industry 
whose focus is on collecting 
the right debt, from the right 
consumer, the right way.
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