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Economic survival guide for servicemembers and veterans
Seminar lesson plan and class activities
Lesson purpose:
To provide the information servicemembers and veterans need to recognize scams and abusive credit terms,
identify better borrowing and banking options, understand any special protections they might have under the
law, and find help or file a complaint if necessary.
Learning objectives:
By the end of the lesson, participants will understand:
• What consumer protections exist for servicemembers and veterans;
• Why consumers should avoid alternative financial services;
• The benefits of using mainstream credit and banking services;
• Their rights if they are contacted by a debt collector;
• How to spot and avoid scams targeted at veterans;
• Where to find legal advice and assistance when needed; and
• What resources are available to help servicemembers and veterans weather a financial crisis or
improve their finances.
Lesson duration:
2½ hours
Materials:
For instructor:
•

Economic survival guide for servicemembers and veterans fact sheet (brochure)

•

Economic survival guide for servicemembers and veterans training manual (Q&A)

•

Visual teaching aid (PowerPoint presentation with instructor’s notes)

•

Lesson plan, including activities, answer keys and resources (pages 3-29)

•

Class evaluation form (page 30)

Instructor will also need:
•

a computer and projector for the PowerPoint presentation (the PowerPoint slides also can be printed
on transparency sheets for use with an overhead projector); and

•

an easel and pad, or a whiteboard, and markers.

For participants:
•

Economic survival guide for servicemembers and veterans fact sheet (brochure)

•

Alternative financial services case study (exercise) (1 page)

•

Scam alert! (exercise) (1 page)

•

Know your rights (exercise) (1 page)

•

Resources (3 pages)

•

Class evaluation form (1 page)

Optional:
•

Printout of the PowerPoint presentation

•

Economic survival guide for servicemembers and veterans manual (Q&A)
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Lesson outline:
•

Welcome and training overview (5 minutes)

•

Financial products and services to avoid (25 min)

•

Alternative financial services case study (exercise) (20 min)

•

Laws that protect servicemembers (20 min)

•

Know your rights (exercise) (15 min)

•

Recognizing and avoiding scams (20 min)

•

Scam alert! (exercise) (10 min)

•

Legal assistance and complaint-handling agencies (10 min)

•

Improving your financial health (10 min)

•

Questions and answers (10 min)

•

Wrap-up and evaluation (5 min)

Consumer Action developed this training under a grant from Visa Inc.
© Consumer Action 2014
Rev. 5/16
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Instructor’s notes:
This training module consists of a fact sheet/brochure (Economic survival guide for servicemembers and
veterans); a training manual (backgrounder), written in question-and-answer format; a lesson plan with class
activities; and a PowerPoint presentation. It was created by the national non-profit organization Consumer
Action with funding from Visa Inc. to be used by non-profit organizations providing consumer education in
their communities.
Before conducting the training, familiarize yourself with the fact sheet, the backgrounder, the lesson plan
(including activities) and the PowerPoint visual teaching aid.
The PowerPoint presentation contains notes for each slide (appearing below the slide when in Normal view or
Notes Page view). These notes offer detailed information about the items appearing on the slide. The learning
objectives for each section, along with key points and questions to generate discussion, are included in the
lesson plan, as are indicators telling you when to move to the next PowerPoint slide.
Why Adults Learn, a PowerPoint training for educators, provides tips for teaching adults and diverse
audiences—it will be helpful to you even if you have taught similar courses before. The slide deck is available
at http://www.consumer-action.org/outreach/articles/why_adults_learn/.
WELCOME AND TRAINING OVERVIEW (5 minutes)
➡ SLIDE #1 (onscreen as participants arrive; direct participants who arrive early to begin reading the fact
sheet)
Welcome participants and introduce yourself.
If you have a small group, you can ask individuals to introduce
themselves (or, if time permits, ask them to pair off with someone
seated near them and then introduce each other to the group)
and tell you what they hope to get out of the training. In a larger
group, invite a few volunteers to share their expectations. On
your whiteboard or easel pad, jot down some of the specific
things participants mention. You can come back to this at the end
of the class to make sure you’ve covered these points. (This
activity is designed to serve as a brief icebreaker. It will also give
you an idea what participants’ expectations and needs are.)
Review the contents of participants’ packets. Ask the class to take a look inside their packets and make sure
they have all the materials needed.
➡ SLIDE #2

Present the learning objectives of the training
(also listed on the first page of this lesson plan).
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FINANCIAL PRODUCTS AND SERVICES TO AVOID (25 minutes)
Learning objective: Be able to recognize financial products and services that should be avoided and be
aware of the better borrowing and banking options that exist.
Key points (slides 3-6):
•

Some financial products and services, though technically legal, make it more difficult for consumers
who use them to get out of debt and achieve economic security.

•

Providers of alternative financial services often target servicemembers and veterans.

•

Typically, alternative financial services impose high interest rates and fees, require collateral worth far
more than the amount of the loan, don’t assess the borrower’s ability to repay the loan, encourage
and facilitate loan renewal or re-borrowing so that the cycle of interest payments and fees continues,
don’t provide value relative to the amount of debt, make repossession of the collateral likely, or
charge for a service that could be gotten for free or a lower price elsewhere.

•

The best way to avoid a costly mistake is to be able to recognize alternative financial services as
“wealth-stripping” and be aware of the better alternatives that exist.

•

Building good credit can help you avoid alternative financial services and predatory loans because it
qualifies you for better options.

•

Because a car is such a large purchase, it’s important to understand your financing options, how to
comparison shop, and how to avoid an unaffordable loan or one with wealth-stripping (consumerunfriendly) terms.

Questions to generate discussion:
•

What are some reasons someone would use a payday loan, auto title loan or other high-cost shortterm loan? What are some reasons someone would use a check cashing service? Are there any
advantages to these options?

•

What are some alternatives to payday loans, check cashing services and other expensive financial
products and services?

•

What would you say to someone to encourage him or her to open a checking account? How would
you convince him/her to apply for a credit union loan or a financial assistance grant rather than use a
payday or auto title loan?

Note: When generating discussion, allow a moment or two for participants to respond. You can jot down
responses on your easel pad or whiteboard.
➡ SLIDE #3
Introduction: Some loans and financial services appear to be a solution but actually make a financial
problem worse. In most cases, there are better options available—you just need to know what they are and
take the steps to pursue them. Consumers who don't seek out other options, don’t take advantage of
mainstream financial services offered by banks and credit unions, and don’t ask for help from legitimate
sources when they are in a financial crisis miss the opportunity to improve their long-term financial wellbeing
and may, in fact, make their situation much difficult.
Go over slide notes.
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Slide notes: (See “Economic survival guide for servicemembers
and veterans,” pages 2 and 3, for more details.)
Alternative financial services are financial products and services,
typically offered by lenders other than mainstream financial
institutions to individuals with blemished or limited credit histories,
that carry predatory terms. Consumers who use alternative
financial services pay an inordinately high proportion of their
income on fees and finance charges, and risk losing their only
assets if they use them as collateral for unaffordable loans.
What are examples of alternative financial services?
• Check-cashing services cash checks and, in some cases,
provide cash for the balance on payroll and benefits cards in
exchange for a fee. While the fee may seem low, the total cost over the course of a year can be significant.
• Payday loans are small loans that typically must be repaid the next payday. Payment is made via a postdated check or bank account debit authorization that includes principal, interest and fees. Many borrowers
must refinance the loan one or more times, including more fees and interest and making it increasingly
difficult to pay off the debt and end the cycle.
• Vehicle title loans require the borrower to give the lender the title to his/her vehicle—some borrowers’
most valuable asset. If the borrower can’t repay the loan, including fees and interest, by the due date, he or
she must renew the loan, if that is an option, or forfeit the collateral.
• Pawnshop loans are similar to vehicle title loans, except the collateral—typically assets such as jewelry,
electronics, computers and family heirlooms—is different, and you don’t get to keep using it while the loan
is outstanding. If the loan is not repaid, the lender can sell your personal property.
• Subprime auto financing can come from an independent lender or from the auto seller. These loans have
very high interest rates. In the case of “Buy here, pay here” car lots, the unaffordable loans often result in
repossession of the financed vehicle.
• Rent-to-own agreements enable buyers to purchase furniture, electronics and other big-ticket items
through low weekly or monthly payments. But the amount you end up paying by the end of the contract is
easily two or three time the retail price of the items.
• Tax filing-related loans let you get your tax refund early (refund anticipation or “pay stub” loans, often
offered by payday lenders), finance your tax preparation fees (refund anticipation checks) or “sell” your
refund (a product called Simple Cash Option). The fees are steep when calculated as an annual
percentage rate.
➡ SLIDE #4
Go over slide notes.
Slide notes: Short-term loans are not a sustainable solution to
ongoing budget problems. The best way for servicemembers and
veterans to avoid predatory lenders and alternative financial
services is to develop good money management skills and build
an emergency fund, and to be aware of better banking and
borrowing alternatives. Here are some alternatives:
• Emergency loans and grants: Military aid societies—Air
Force Aid Society (www.afas.org); Army Emergency Relief
(www.aerhq.org); Coast Guard Mutual Assistance
(www.cgmahq.org); Navy-Marine Corps Relief Society
(www.nmcrs.org); ReserveAid (www.reserveaid.org)—offer small
interest-free loans or grants to active duty servicemembers and
military retirees (but not to veterans who have not qualified for military retirement). The American Red
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Cross Financial Assistance for Servicemembers program (www.redcross.org/find-help/militaryfamilies/financial-assistance) connects applicants to these aid societies. USA Cares (www.usacares.org)
and the National Association of American Veterans (www.naavets.org/service) both extend emergency
financial assistance to veterans.
• Financial institutions: Credit unions and community banks sometimes offer small short-term loans at a
reasonable cost. A credit card cash advance can be expensive—there’s often a flat fee (generally 3 to 5
percent of the advance), and interest starts accruing immediately—but it will be much less expensive than
payday and similar types of loans.
• Pay advance from employer: Keep in mind that your request for a pay advance may require the approval
of your commanding officer, who will now be aware you are having financial difficulties, so consider such a
request carefully. A pay advance from your spouse’s (non-military) employer could be a good option, but
understand first whether it would be simply a fee-free, interest-free advance or a short-term loan. If it is a
loan, know the terms—some employers have started using third-party lenders to make what are essentially
expensive payday loans in the workplace.
• Payment plan: You could try to work out a manageable payment plan with your creditors. A non-profit
credit counseling agency can analyze your expenses, help you design a spending plan and present options
for dealing with your debt—free or for a low fee. Find a reputable credit counseling agency at the National
Foundation for Credit Counseling website (www.nfcc.org/).
• Friends and family: Those close to you can be a great source of help if they can manage it and you are
sure you can repay the loan.
➡ SLIDE #5
Go over slide notes.
Slide notes: Without a good credit history, it can be difficult to
buy or rent a home, get insurance, set up telecommunications
and utility service, borrow money or obtain a bank account. Many
businesses, including insurance companies, landlords and even
employers, check applicants’ credit reports before making a
decision to do business with them. Therefore, establishing credit
and building a good credit history makes it easier to have your
application approved.
Establishing and building good credit: In order to build a
positive credit history, you must first obtain credit. Some ways to
do that are:
•

Establish and properly maintain a checking and savings account with a credit union.

•

Open a credit account. It might be easier to get credit through a small local bank or a credit union, or
to get a department store card or gas card rather than a Visa, MasterCard, American Express or
Discover card.

•

Become an authorized user on someone else’s account—but only if they have good credit.

•

Have someone cosign a loan or credit line for you.

•

Get a secured credit card—a card that requires the applicant to put down a refundable deposit before
it is opened. NerdWallet (www.nerdwallet.com) and The Simple Dollar (www.thesimpledollar.com) are
examples of sites that offer a list of “the best secured credit cards in America.” According to The
Simple Dollar, the best secured credit cards for military members and their families (as of May 6,
2016) are the USAA Secured Card American Express and the USAA Secured Card Visa Platinum.

•

Report your own recurring non-credit payments such as rent and/or utilities to reporting services that
track this information for those who have not yet established credit.
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Here are some tips for managing your credit so that it works for you rather than against you:
•

Make at least the required minimum payment by the due date. Pay more than the minimum whenever
possible.

•

Pay your balance in full as soon as possible. This not only helps you avoid interest charges, it
reduces the percentage of available credit used, which improves your credit score. Make a point of
not using more than 30 percent of each credit line.

•

Don’t accumulate debt. The more debt you carry, the riskier you look to lenders, and the lower your
credit score.

•

Don’t apply for credit you don't need unless you are trying to establish credit.

➡ SLIDE #6
Go over slide notes.
Slide notes: Because a car is such a large purchase, it’s important
to understand your financing options, how to comparison shop and
how to avoid an unaffordable loan or one with consumer-unfriendly
terms.
Lenders: Car loans come from a variety of lenders: credit unions,
banks, online direct lenders, auto finance companies and brokers,
and auto manufacturers (through “dealer financing”). The rates and
terms you get from each of these lenders can vary widely, so you
should determine your options before you ever walk onto a car lot.
When deciding whether to give you a loan, any lender will check
your credit score. In most cases, people with a credit score above
620 have good credit, and consumers with scores above 700 or 720 are considered “prime” borrowers.
Those with scores below 550 may have trouble getting a loan at all. If you haven’t pulled your free annual
credit reports within the past 12 months at AnnualCreditReport.com, get at least one of them right away
to make sure there are no errors or outdated items that could result in a lower score.
Interest rates: Check the weekly interest rate roundup on the Bankrate.com website to find national
averages on auto loan rates. It’s a good idea to get preapproved for a loan from a non-dealer source—
credit union, bank, etc.—before visiting a dealership. Dealers often advertise 0% and other attractive
interest rates. However, only people with the best credit can qualify for the best financing. Interest rates
on loans for people with so-so credit can be 60 percent higher than the rates available to people with
excellent credit.
Loan term (length): The time you can take to pay back a car loan (the term) varies—usually you can
choose terms of 36 months (three years), 48 months (four years) or 60 months (five years). In recent
years, term options have continued to increase, so that now loans of six years are common, and some
are even longer than that. You can lower your monthly payments by choosing a longer loan period.
However, the longer the term, the higher the total interest you will pay over the life of the loan.
What you can afford: Free online calculators can help you determine how much you can afford to
borrow and how different interest rates and loan terms will affect your monthly payment. Go to
www.Bankrate.com and click on the Auto tab near the top of the page—then scroll down to Auto Loan
Calculator.
ALTERNATIVE FINANCIAL SERVICES CASE STUDY (EXERCISE) (20 minutes)
Assign small groups to work on the case study together (page 21 of the lesson plan). After 10 minutes, ask
for a representative from each group to share the group’s advice for the person in the scenario. (Answer key
is on page 22.)
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LAWS THAT PROTECT SERVICEMEMBERS (20 minutes)
Learning objective: Be aware of the special consumer protections that servicemembers have under the law
and know how to exercise your rights.
Key points (slides 7-12):
•

In addition to laws that protect all consumers, there are additional laws that extend even greater
protections to servicemembers and their families.

•

It’s important to understand what your rights are so that you can exercise them and also recognize
when a financial service or product is illegal.

•

An “active duty alert” is a credit report notice that helps servicemembers prevent ID theft while on
deployment.

•

When contacted by a debt collector, consumers have the right to get information about the debt,
dispute the debt and determine how and when they are contacted.

•

Typically, two months’ worth of VA benefits directly deposited into a bank account or on a benefits
card is protected from garnishment to repay a debt other than child support or alimony.

Questions to generate discussion:
•

When have you attempted to exercise your consumer rights? What was the outcome?

•

Were you aware that active duty servicemembers have special consumer protections under the law?
Why do you think lawmakers felt that active duty and deployed servicemembers needed special
consideration?

•

Do you think active duty servicemembers are at greater risk for identity theft than the general public?
Why or why not?

•

Have you ever been contacted by a debt collector for a debt you didn’t owe? How did you get the
collector to stop contacting you?

➡ SLIDE #7
Introduction: Servicemembers can be an attractive target for predatory lenders, identity thieves and
aggressive debt collectors for a variety of different reasons, including that they have a steady income, are
fairly easy to track down, can have their security clearance threatened or may be far from home. Though it
may at times feel like the cards are stacked against you, there are actually a number of laws that help protect
consumers against such things as unfair business practices, scammers, account errors and aggressive
collection tactics—and additional laws designed to give servicemembers and their families even greater
protections. But in order for these laws to accomplish what they were intended to, you need to be aware of
your rights so that you can take advantage of them and also recognize when a financial service or product is
illegal.
Go over slide notes.
Slide notes: There are laws that help protect servicemembers
from high-cost (wealth-stripping) loans and give them a reprieve
during active duty. It’s important to understand what your rights
are under these laws so that you can exercise them and also
recognize when a financial service or product is illegal. The
Servicemembers Civil Relief Act (SCRA) applies to active duty
servicemembers, Reservists and members of the National Guard.
Some of the Act’s provisions also extend to servicemembers’
families. The protections begin the day you start service and
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typically end 30-90 days after discharge from active duty (or completion of mobilization), but most are not
automatic—you must request them! Key provisions include:
• You are entitled to a 6% interest rate cap on most preexisting loans/credit lines during active duty, and
monthly payments must be recalculated under the lower rate. Reduced interest requires your written
request submitted anytime during active duty and up to 180 days after leaving service. Your rate will be
reduced for the period you are/were on active duty unless the creditor can prove in court that your military
service has not materially affected your ability to pay. (Per an Executive Order signed June 9, 2014, no
written request is required on federal student loans; the 6% rate cap should be applied automatically.
Borrowers with private student loans should still contact their student loan servicer to inquire how to
obtain their SCRA benefits. In most cases, you will need to send a written request and include a copy of
the duty orders.)
• You can cancel an auto lease without incurring early termination fees if you are called to active duty
for 180 days or more. You also can terminate a lease entered into during active duty if you receive a
permanent change of station outside the U.S. or you will be deployed for 180 days or more.
• If your rent is at or below the limit ($3,451.20 in 2016, adjusted annually), the SCRA can protect you
from being evicted for a period of time, usually three months. You must be able to show that military
service has materially affected your ability to pay rent.
• You can cancel a residential lease if you receive a permanent change of station or are called to active
duty for 90 days or more.
• You can avoid an automatic (non-judicial) home foreclosure or vehicle repossession on property
purchased or leased before you started active duty. This means the creditor must obtain a court order to
foreclose or repossess, even in a state that doesn’t normally require one.
• You can suspend or cancel a long-term cell phone contract without incurring early termination fees if
you are deployed for 90 days or longer or if your change of duty means you can’t use the service or can’t
satisfy the terms of the contract.
➡ SLIDE #8
Go over slide notes.
Slide notes: On July 21, 2015, the U.S. Department of Defense
(DOD) announced the final rule amending the Military Lending
Act’s (MLA) implementing regulations. The changes apply the
MLA’s strict lending restrictions on short-term, small-dollar loans
(specifically payday loans, vehicle title loans and tax refund
anticipation loans) to consumer credit card issuers and unsecured
consumer lenders, including depository institutions that have
never before been subject to the Act. Under the final rule, credit
card, student loan and other covered consumer accounts held by
military borrowers cannot carry a military annual percentage rate
(MAPR) of more than 36%. The MAPR comprises the traditional
measure of APR in Regulation Z and certain fees, including
finance charges, credit insurance premiums and fees for ancillary
products. Additionally, consumer lenders are prohibited from enforcing arbitration clauses against qualifying
military borrowers and are required to comply with additional disclosure obligations.
These substantial changes are intended to address short-term, small-dollar lenders who have avoided the
restrictions of the MLA by offering slightly modified loan terms that fall outside the scope of the MLA’s
coverage. The revised regulation became effective on October 1, 2015, but compliance is not required until
October 3, 2016. Additionally, the regulation provides a temporary exemption for credit cards until October 3,
2017.
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The Military Lending Act doesn’t apply to other types of expensive credit, such as rent-to-own agreements, or
to home loans and auto purchase loans. The MLA applies unless state laws provide even greater protections
(for example, a lower rate cap).
Military Lending Act restrictions
The following key provisions of the MLA will apply to the expanded scope of credit products:
• Maximum interest rate: Creditors may not impose an MAPR greater than 36%.
• Loan disclosures: The MLA also requires certain loan disclosures. Creditors must provide the following
information orally and in writing before the issuance of the credit: (1) a statement of the MAPR applicable to
the extension of credit; (2) any disclosures required under Regulation Z; and (3) a clear description of the
payment obligations of the servicemember or dependent.
➡ SLIDE #9
Go over slide notes.
Slide notes:
• Other prohibited credit terms: The MLA also prohibits creditors
from extending credit to servicemembers or their dependents
under terms that, among other things, (1) require the borrower to
submit to arbitration; (2) require the borrower to waive his or her
right to legal recourse under any otherwise applicable provision
of state or federal law, including any provision of the
Servicemembers Civil Relief Act; or (3) prohibit the borrower from
prepaying the loan or charges a penalty or fee for prepaying all or
part of the loan.
• Void contracts: Credit agreements, promissory notes or other
contracts that are not in compliance with the MLA requirements
are void.
• Exclusion of bona fide fees: The final rule exempts certain fees from the MAPR if the fees are both
“bona fide” and “reasonable.” This exclusion is designed to allow creditors to continue assessing fees
specifically tied to “bona fide, specific products or services” that are based on the servicemember’s use of
the account, such as cash advance, participation or foreign transaction fees, while also preventing
creditors from issuing products with a low APR but unusually high fees as a means of evading the MLA’s
requirements. For each of these fees, the regulations provide a safe harbor if the fees are equal to or less
than the average of the amount charged by five other credit card issuers of sufficient size (more than $3
billion outstanding in credit card loans) for a “like-kind” fee.
• Safe harbor: A major area of comment following the proposed rules was the safe harbor provided to
lenders who search the MLA database and do not identify the borrower as entitled to MLA protections.
Under the final rules, a creditor may obtain a safe harbor by verifying the status of a consumer on the
Department of Defense Manpower Data Center (DMDC), either directly or indirectly, or by using a
consumer credit report that contains military status. The final rule also clarifies that this search only needs
to occur at the time the consumer seeks to obtain credit. The comments to the final rule did not fully
respond to concerns by creditors, however, regarding the availability of the safe harbor in instances where
the DMDC is unavailable and the ability of the DMDC to process a substantially increased number of
searches.
• Delayed date for compliance: In response to comments regarding the complexity of implementing the
regulations—particularly for credit cards—the DOD has delayed the required compliance dates.
Compliance with the amended rules is not required until October 3, 2016 (one year). Additionally, the DOD
granted a two-year exemption for credit cards, until October 3, 2017.
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➡ SLIDE #10
Go over slide notes.
Slide notes:
What is a fraud alert?
• A fraud alert is a notice added to your credit file that alerts
creditors that you may be a victim of fraud, including identity
theft, and encourages creditors using the file to take certain steps
to verify your identity prior to establishing any new credit
accounts in your name, issuing a new card on an existing
account or increasing the credit limit on an existing account, if
requests for any of these actions are made.
• There are three types of fraud alert: an initial fraud alert that lasts
for 90 days, an extended fraud alert that lasts for seven years,
and an active duty alert that lasts for 12 months.
• Under the Fair Credit Reporting Act (FCRA), military personnel are allowed to place an "active duty” alert
in their credit reports while on deployment.
• The active duty alert requires creditors to take extra steps to verify the identity of the applicant before
granting credit in his or her name, making it more difficult for an identity thief to succeed in opening
fraudulent new accounts. The creditor may try to contact the servicemember directly, but if the
servicemember is on deployment, that could be impossible. As a result, the law allows the servicemember
to use a personal representative to place or remove the alert.
• The active duty alert is similar to an initial fraud alert except that it lasts 12 months instead of three, and
your name is removed from preapproved offers of credit or insurance (prescreening) for two years.
• To place an active duty alert with all three national credit bureaus, or to have it removed, call the fraud
department of just one of the bureaus (it will notify the other two): Equifax
(https://www.alerts.equifax.com/AutoFraud_Online/jsp/fraudAlert.jsp / 800-525-6285), Experian
(www.experian.com/fraud/center.html / 888-397-3742) or TransUnion (www.transunion.com/personalcredit/credit-disputes/fraud-alerts.page / 800-680-7289).
• When a servicemember places an active duty alert in his or her credit reports, his/her name will be
removed from the national consumer reporting companies' marketing lists for prescreened offers of credit
and insurance for two years unless the servicemember specifically requests that his/her name remain on
the lists.
• If interested in more training materials on ID theft and its impact on consumers, visit www.consumeraction.org/modules/module_id_theft_and_account_fraud.
➡ SLIDE #11
Go over slide notes.
Slide notes:
What can you do if you’re being contacted by a debt collector for
a debt you don’t believe you owe? According to the CFPB you
shouldn’t make any payment until you verify that you owe the
debt. The CFPB’s Office of Servicemember Affairs (OSA)
released its annual report on March 22, 2016, highlighting
complaints submitted in 2015. The report found that
servicemembers have been submitting debt collection complaints
to the Bureau at nearly twice the rate of non-military consumers.
Roughly 44 percent of the debt collection complaints submitted
by servicemembers involved companies’ attempts to collect debt
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that the servicemember believes is not owed. Additionally, servicemembers often complained that debt
collectors would contact their commanding officers and threaten their security clearance over a debt issue. A
frequent complaint from veterans had to do with debt collectors attempting to collect debts on medical bills
that should have been covered through their VA health insurance.
Debt collectors are required by law to tell you the name of the creditor, the amount you owe and how you can
verify or dispute the debt. If you are not given that information when the collector first contacts you, s/he must
send you a written notice containing the information within five days. (Learn about this and other debt
collection rules and consumer rights in Consumer Action’s debt collection publications: www.consumeraction.org/english/library/C42.)
If you dispute the debt in writing within 30 days, the collector can’t call or contact you until after your dispute
has been investigated and you have received proof of the debt in writing. The CFPB has prepared sample
letters you can use to respond to a debt collector (www.consumerfinance.gov/askcfpb/1695/ive-beencontacted-debt-collector-how-do-i-reply.html). See the section on Debt Collection and the Military in the
CFPB’s Advice to the Consumer feature (www.insidearm.com/wp-content/uploads/20160303-CFPB-Adviceto-the-Consumer-Preview.pdf).
To submit a complaint to the CFPB, consumers can go online at www.consumerfinance.gov/complaint, call
toll-free at 855-411-CFPB (2372) (TTY/TTD: 855-729-CFPB), fax at 855-237-2392, or mail a letter to:
Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, P.O. Box 4503, Iowa City, Iowa 52244. Additionally, through Ask
CFPB, consumers can get clear, unbiased answers to their questions about consumer financial products
(consumerfinance.gov/askcfpb or 855-411-CFPB).
Consult your local JAG attorney (http://legalassistance.law.af.mil/content/locator.php) to learn more about
your rights and options before paying a debt collector.
➡ SLIDE #12
Go over slide notes.
Slide notes:
Can a debt collector take my VA benefits? Most debt collectors
can’t take your VA benefits directly out of your bank account, says
the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB). When a
collector sues you for the debt and wins a judgment, it can ask
your bank or credit union to turn over money from your account.
This is called a garnishment. Banks must automatically protect VA
benefits from garnishment if they are directly deposited into your
account. (There are some exceptions to this rule, which are
explained below.) Here’s how the automatic protection works.
Your bank protects two months’ worth of benefits: If a
collector tries to garnish money in your account, your bank must look at your account history to see if you
received any VA benefits by direct deposit in the last two months. The bank must protect two months’ worth
of benefits from garnishment and let you use that money. If your account has more than two months’ worth of
benefits, your bank can freeze the extra money. If your bank freezes any money in your account, it must
send you a notice of garnishment. Then, a judge decides whether your money should be turned over to the
debt collector based on factors such as the source of your income and state law. It is very important for the
judge to know that your money comes from VA benefits before he or she decides whether it should be turned
over to the debt collector.
Benefits on a prepaid card: If your benefits are loaded onto a Direct Express card or into another prepaid
account, they are still automatically protected from garnishment just like the money in a bank account is.
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Automatic protections don’t apply to paper checks: If you receive Social Security or VA benefits by
check and then deposit the check into your bank account, the bank does not have to protect two months’
worth of benefits in the account automatically. This means that your entire account balance could be frozen
and you would need to go to court to prove that the funds came from protected federal benefits and should
not be garnished.
Child support and alimony: Support for a child or former spouse is treated completely different than other
debt. Most VA benefits can be garnished to pay a child support or alimony court order. This rule recognizes
the veteran’s legal duty to help provide for his or her family.
KNOW YOUR RIGHTS (EXERCISE) (15 minutes)
Assign small groups to work on the questions together (page 23 of the lesson plan). After 5-10 minutes, ask
for volunteers to share their group’s assessment (legal or not) of each scenario. (Answer key is on page 24.)
RECOGNIZING AND AVOIDING SCAMS (20 minutes)
Learning objective: Be able to recognize the signs of a scam—including the most common types of scams
that target veterans—and avoid becoming a victim.
Key points (slides 13-19):
•

Veterans (servicemembers, too) are prime targets for affinity fraud, a type of fraud that exploits a
person’s loyalty to a particular group (in this case, the military).

•

It’s always better to be safe than sorry: Verify the legitimacy of charities, financial advisers,
“advocates” and anyone else you don’t know who asks for your information, money or access to your
accounts.

•

Any legitimate request can wait until you have had a chance to do some research about the charity,
adviser, product, service, etc.

•

There are many legitimate resources, agencies and organizations that provide information and
assistance for free—check around before paying someone (for records, advice, etc.).

Questions to generate discussion:
•

Has anyone you know been a victim of affinity fraud? Why do you think some scammers target
veterans in particular?

•

What does it mean for something to sound “too good to be true”? Can you give an example?

➡ SLIDE #13
Introduction: Like scams against the elderly, scams against veterans are the lowest of the low. There are a
variety of reasons veterans are targeted, including the ability for the scam artist to appeal to their loyalty to
the military. Despite their best efforts to shut down scammers and unscrupulous businesses as quickly as
possible, law enforcement agencies often only learn of a new scheme after they receive reports from
victims—too late to protect them. That means it’s necessary for individuals to take responsibility for
protecting themselves by learning how to spot the signs of a scam, doing their due diligence when
approached for money, personal information or access to accounts, and keeping their guard up.
Go over slide notes.
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Slide notes:
• For-profit college and “career education” student loans are
given by private schools or programs. Some of these schools
offer degrees while others train students for a particular career
(medical assistant, fashion merchandising, etc.).
• While there are legitimate for-profit and career colleges, many
employ deceptive marketing and high-pressure sales tactics to
get students to enroll and take out expensive loans.
• The private student loans they push often carry higher interest
rates and lack the consumer protections of federal or
government-guaranteed loans, such as flexible repayment plans
and deferred payments.
• The programs also often misrepresent the job placement rates of their graduates and the salaries they can
expect. Statistics show that graduates of for-profit career education colleges have no guarantee of
employment or earnings higher than someone who had not attended such a program. Often, credits
earned do not transfer to any reputable college.
• Learn how to evaluate a school or job training program, make wise student loan choices, avoid for-profit
school fraud and file a complaint if necessary in Consumer Action’s “A guide to finding the right job
training school” (www.consumer-action.org/english/articles/job_training_schools).
➡ SLIDE #14
Go over slide notes.
Slide notes:
• Do your research: Check out a program or school carefully
yourself (don’t rely on what the school’s recruiter says). Ask
colleges or universities you might want to transfer to someday, or
prospective employers you would want to work for after
completing the program, about the reputation of the program or
school. Online resources include:
--The VA’s “School Decision Resources” page
(www.benefits.va.gov/gibill/school_decision.asp)
--The U.S. Department of Education’s database of accredited
postsecondary institutions and programs
(http://ope.ed.gov/accreditation)
--U.S. News and World Report’s “Best Colleges for Veterans” (linked from the homepage at
http://colleges.usnews.rankingsandreviews.com/best-colleges)
--Consumer Action’s “A guide to finding the right job training school” (www.consumeraction.org/english/articles/job_training_schools)
• Public/non-profit: A public school or a job training program offered by a government agency or non-profit
organization might be a less expensive and more promising choice.
• Federal student loans: If you must take out a loan, make it a federal (not private) student loan. Learn more
about your options at the CFPB’s Paying for College webpage (www.consumerfinance.gov/paying-forcollege).
• Veterans Administration (VA) education benefits: The Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB)
offers a list of programs that can reduce the cost of education for students who have served in the Armed
Forces (www.consumerfinance.gov/servicemembers/planning/#degrees).
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➡ SLIDE #15
Go over slide notes.
Slide notes: Not all communications that exhibit one or more of
these signs are necessarily scams, but it’s better to be safe than
sorry.
• Appeals to loyalty: Scammers often succeed by targeting a
group whose members are likely to have great loyalty to that
group and then taking advantage of that loyalty for financial gain.
This is called affinity fraud, and it often is carried out through
ethnic, religious and military affiliation. The perpetrator can be a
legitimate member of the group or someone just posing as a
member of the group. One example would be a person posing as
a fundraiser for a homeless veterans shelter and asking veterans,
retirees or servicemembers for donations. A real-life example,
provided by SaveAndInvest.org, is a Black Hawk pilot who conned fellow officers out of $125,000 through
bogus real estate investments.
• Immediate action required: Scammers typically try to get an immediate response so that their targets
don’t have time to check their legitimacy or make a well-thought-out decision. Legitimate businesses or
organizations should not have any problem with you saying you need some time to think about it or to do
some research and get back to them.
• Seeks money or info: In addition to coming right out and asking for money, many scammers ask for
personal information, such as a Social Security number, that will allow them to access your financial or
benefits accounts or open new accounts in your name.
• Too good to be true: The old saying “If it sounds too good to be true, it probably is” is still accurate.
Promises of huge and/or immediate returns on an investment or “quick and easy” ways to make money at
home are bogus. (Bogus investment schemes often are forms of affinity fraud.)
➡ SLIDE #16
Go over slide notes.
Slide notes:
The scam: You get a call (or door-to-door solicitor or email
message) asking for a donation to a charity that helps
servicemembers or vets, but the organization is a sham, or only a
small portion of any donation goes to the charity and the rest
goes into the pockets of the fundraisers.
How to protect yourself: Before responding to a donation
request, research the organization. Ask the person who contacted
you for his or her name, organization name and contact
information. CharityWatch (www.charitywatch.org), the Better
Business Bureau (www.bbb.org/us/charity), Charity Navigator
(www.charitynavigator.org) and GuideStar (www.guidestar.org)
are some of the online resources that allow you to verify the legitimacy of a charity. You can call the charity
directly or visit its website to make a donation after you do your research if you are satisfied with what you
find out.
➡ SLIDE #17
Go over slide notes.
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Slide notes:
The scam: These usually fall into two categories. In one,
veterans needing money are persuaded by an unscrupulous
business to take a lump sum pension advance loan. When fees
are added in, the effective interest rate on the advance, if
calculated as an annual rate, is exorbitant—anywhere from 27%
to 106%, according to one study. In the other, advisers (or
“advocates”) convince veterans that they can qualify for Aid and
Attendance benefits (a benefit that pays for care of a vet or
surviving spouse who is housebound, in a nursing home or needs
the aid of another person to perform daily functions) if they move
their money into an annuity (an income-producing insurance
product) or a trust (an asset-holding legal arrangement). The veteran ends up paying high fees for the advice
and financial products sold by the adviser, and also may jeopardize his or her eligibility for Medicaid and/or
lose access to their money for a long time.
How to protect yourself: The American Legion advises veterans who need money to seek advice from a
trusted financial expert rather than take a pension advance, and to never allow a creditor to access the
account where they receive benefits. (This article explains how private pension advances work and cautions
retirees against them: www.businessweek.com/articles/2014-07-09/investigators-find-a-web-of-companiesduping-retirees.) The Federal Trade Commission’s (FTC) publication “Veterans’ Pensions: Protect Your
Money from Poachers” (www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/0349-veterans-pensions) provides details about the
Aid and Attendance scheme as well as links to resources that can help you check a financial adviser’s
background and apply for Aid and Attendance benefits for free. Information about “Aid & Attendance and
Housebound” benefits can be found on the VA’s site
(www.benefits.va.gov/Pension/aid_attendance_housebound.asp).
The CFPB has published four booklets to help financial caregivers understand their duties and avoid scams
and financial exploitation. One of the booklets covers the duties and responsibilities of a VA fiduciary
(someone who receives veterans benefits on behalf of another person, such as a parent)
(www.consumerfinance.gov/blog/managing-someone-elses-money/).
➡ SLIDE #18
Go over items on slide per slide notes.
Slide notes:
The scam: These might be email messages (phishing) or phone
calls (vishing) claiming to be from the VA requesting personal
information in order to “update [their] records.” Or they could be
email messages that appear to be from a legitimate financial
institution asking for information from you to, say, complete a
deposit or keep your account open. Once the scammer has your
information, he or she can use it to access your financial or other
accounts or open new ones in your name. While phishing has
been around for many years, the bogus messages being sent
today are much harder to detect
(www.military.com/money/personal-finance/banking-andsavings/watch-out-for-new-breed-of-phishing-scams.html). Scammers also send emails that appear to come
from senior officers or other military figures or offices saying you must download security software or some
other type of program. If you click on the link or download icon, malware is installed on your computer to
either destroy your data, track your online activity (and steal your logins and passwords), access
information/data behind the firewall or otherwise cause harm. A newer scam entails someone contacting you
by email or phone claiming to be a debt collector and demanding payment from you. It’s easy to fall for the
scam because you may believe you forgot to make one or more payments while deployed or during a move.
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How to protect yourself: The VA and other government agencies will not call or email you to ask for
personal information. If you get such a call, ask the caller for his or her name and contact information. Then
hang up and call the VA directly (800-827-1000). If you confirm that the call or email you received was a
phishing attempt, forward the message or the name and contact information to the VA and the FTC
(www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/0341-file-complaint-ftc or 877-FTC-HELP/877-382-4357). Do not click on
links or download any documents or software unless your are absolutely confident they are legitimate.
Registering your phone number with the national Do Not Call registry (www.DoNotCall.gov) could help
reduce the number of unsolicited calls you get. If contacted by a debt collector about a debt you are not sure
you owe, remind the collector that s/he is required by law to send you written documentation of the debt. If
you receive the information in writing, you can then research the legitimacy of the collector and verify the
debt. Military.com offers “7 Ways to Stop Debt Collection Scammers” (www.military.com/money/personalfinance/credit-debt-management/7-ways-to-stop-debt-collection-scammers.html). Also see the FTC’s Fake
Debt Collectors fact sheet (www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/0258-fake-debt-collectors).
➡ SLIDE #19
Go over slide notes.
Slide notes:
The scam: Someone attempts to charge you for military records
that are available free or at a small cost directly through the VA or
another agency. Or, they call or visit you to offer personal
assistance with filing for your VA benefits—for a fee.
How to protect yourself: Contact the VA or your service unit
directly to request copies of the records you need—they will be
free or there may be a small cost. The FTC warns veterans not to
pay for benefits application forms (they are available free)
(www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/0349-veterans-pensions) and
wants you to know that the people who are accredited through
the VA to provide assistance are not allowed to charge you for
help completing and submitting VA paperwork. You can confirm VA accreditation of an attorney, claims agent
or Veterans Service Organization representative here: www.va.gov/ogc/apps/accreditation/index.asp.
SCAM ALERT! (EXERCISE) (10 minutes)
Assign learners to answer the multiple choice questions (page 25 of the lesson plan). After 5 minutes, ask
for volunteers to share their answers. (Answer key is on page 26.)
LEGAL ASSISTANCE AND COMPLAINT-HANDLING AGENCIES (10 minutes)
Learning objective: Understand what resources are available to provide legal information and advice to
servicemembers and vets and who to complain to if you believe your rights have been violated.
Key points (slide 20):
•

Free and low-cost resources exist that help servicemembers and veterans understand and exercise
their rights under the law.

•

Services vary from resource to resource, so even if one can’t help you, another one might be able to

•

Filing a complaint when your rights are violated or reporting a scam or unscrupulous business not
only helps you, it has the potential to help others as well.
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Questions to generate discussion:
•

Have you or has someone you know ever taken advantage of the legal resources available to
servicemembers and/or veterans? Can you think of when you might need legal advice or assistance
and how it could help you?

•

Have you ever filed a complaint about a business? What was the result? What did you learn from the
experience? What advice could you give others?

➡ SLIDE #20
Introduction: The law grants all consumers certain rights, and servicemembers additional rights. But not
everyone follows the law. If you believe your rights have been violated or if you are not sure how to exercise
them, there are legal resources available to help you. Taking advantage of these resources could save you
time, money and, in some cases, even your home or car. Filing a complaint against a business, when
appropriate, could result not only in redress (a refund or retroactive rate decrease, for example) but also in
changes in the business’s practices that might benefit or protect other consumers.
Go over slide notes.
Slide notes:
• Armed Forces Legal Assistance Office: If you need legal
advice, contact your Armed Forces Legal Assistance Office
(http://legalassistance.law.af.mil/content/locator.php). (From
outside the U.S.:
www.militaryinstallations.dod.mil/MOS/f?p=MI:ENTRY:0.) Each
branch of the military has specific regulations regarding the legal
services they provide. Specific services vary by installation but
generally may include wills and estate planning, landlord-tenant
issues, consumer debt, taxes, civil suits, immigration and
naturalization, and the SCRA. (These services are available to
retirees but not to veterans who have not qualified for military
retirement.)
• ABA Home Front: The American Bar Association’s ABA Home Front
(www.americanbar.org/portals/public_resources/aba_home_front.html) can provide information and legal
assistance even if you are not on active duty or you are a veteran.
• CFPB: If you think your rights under the MLA have been violated, or you have a problem with a financial
product or service, submit a complaint to the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau
(www.consumerfinance.gov/complaint or 855-411-2372).
• State VA offices: Each state has a Veterans Affairs Office (www.va.gov/statedva.htm). Services vary, but
your state’s office may offer financial and/or legal assistance directly or through partnerships.
• FTC: If you are the victim of a scam, report the incident to the Federal Trade Commission
(www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/0341-file-complaint-ftc or 877-FTC-HELP / 877-382-4357).
• Consumer Action: For general information about making an effective complaint, refer to Consumer
Action’s “How to Complain” guide (www.consumer-action.org/english/articles/how_to_complain).
IMPROVING YOUR FINANCIAL HEALTH (10 minutes)
Learning objective: Understand the importance of being proactive about improving your personal finances
and be aware of some of the resources available to help you get started.
➡ SLIDE #21
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Introduction: There are many tools and resources to help consumers at every experience level learn more
about banking, saving, budgeting and personal finance. Some are created specifically with servicemembers
and veterans in mind. The resources on the slide and the “Resources” list in your packet are just a sampling.
You can find many more by doing an online search for keywords related to the topic you’re interested in (for
example, “how to reduce household expenses,” “how to balance a checking account” or “beginning
investing”).
Go over items on slide per slide notes. (Note: If you can project your computer screen, visit one or more of
the sites to show participants what they will find.)
Slide notes:
• Consumer Action’s 15-page Servicemembers and Veterans
Financial Empowerment Resource Sheet (www.consumeraction.org/english/articles/servicemembers_and_veterans)
provides information about dozens of government and non-profit
resources and programs for servicemembers and vets, from
housing assistance and emergency grants to food programs and
utility discounts. This is a companion to, and should be used in
conjunction with, Consumer Action’s general Financial
Empowerment Resource Sheet (www.consumeraction.org/english/articles/financial_empowerment_resource_she
et), which includes dozens more resources that do not require
military or veteran status.
• VeteransPlus (www.veteransplus.org) programs were designed by veterans and are delivered by veterans
to provide housing and financial counseling to current and former military personnel.
• The BBB Military Line is a program of the Council of Better Business Bureaus providing free financial
literacy resources, complaint resolution services and a monthly e-newsletter, The Trusted Scout. Go to
www.bbb.org, enter your ZIP code, and then click on BBB Military Line.
• Military Saves (www.militarysaves.org) helps motivate, support and encourage military families to save
money, reduce debt and build wealth.
• The Savings Deposit Program (SDP) is a savings account for active duty and activated Guard and
Reserve members during combat deployments (i.e., receiving Hostile Fire Pay/Imminent Danger Pay). The
account pays 10% interest on up to $10,000 in deposits per deployment. For more information about the
SDP, visit www.dfas.mil/dfas/militarymembers/payentitlements/sdp.html. The CFPB also has a fact sheet on
"Creative saving strategies from the U.S. Navy”
(www.consumerfinance.gov/servicemembers/planning/creativesavingsstrategies/) and a page devoted to
resources for servicemembers, veterans and their families
(www.consumerfinance.gov/servicemembers/additionalresources/).
Review the “Resources” list (pages 27-29 of the lesson plan) in participants’ packets now.
QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS (10 minutes)
Preparation: Review the Economic survival guide for servicemembers and veterans fact sheet and trainer’s
manual. The manual is written in Q&A format to help you anticipate frequently asked questions.
Open the floor to questions.

19

WRAP-UP AND EVALUATION (5 minutes)
➡ SLIDE #22
See page 30 of this lesson plan for the course evaluation form and instructions.

Thank participants for joining you today and ask them to fill out
the evaluation form and leave it on a table or in a large envelope
you provide. If you will be conducting other trainings at a specific
future time, announce that now and encourage everyone to
attend.
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Alternative financial services case study (exercise)
Kathy returns to civilian life
After four years of active duty as a Marine, including one year in Afghanistan supporting Operation Enduring
Freedom, Kathy has finished her tour of duty, received an honorable discharge, and recently returned to
civilian life. She is looking forward to the next chapter, but is finding the transition financially challenging.
The cost of moving to and setting up a home has stretched her finances thin. She will need to borrow some
money to cover next month’s rent since she had to use her limited savings for the deposit on the apartment.
Since Kathy closed her checking account several months ago to avoid service charges, and she closed her
savings account after depleting it to pay the rental deposit, a bank loan doesn’t seem like an option. And her
two credit cards are maxed out (but not past-due).
She also will need a car to get to the warehouse logistics job she started a couple of weeks ago. She’s been
carpooling with a coworker so far, but wants the freedom and convenience of her own transportation.
Even though Kathy gained valuable experience working with computer networks while in the Marines, she
hasn’t been able to find a job in that field because she is lacking some skills that are required by civilian
employers. She’s considering enrolling in a 12-month evening Network Systems Administration certificate
program at a private career college. The school has assured her that they can provide a loan for the part of
the tuition not paid by her VA educational benefits—and that she will definitely be qualified for a high-paying
network administrator job when she graduates.
Kathy has a lot of decisions to make. Help her understand her options and make wise choices.
1. Given Kathy’s circumstances, what options does she have for a short-term loan to cover next month’s
rent? Explain which options are best and which options she should avoid? What advice can you give her
about banking?
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
2. What could/should Kathy do about getting a car?
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
3. How would you advise Kathy regarding her education needs and financing options?
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
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Answer key: Alternative financial services case study
1. Given Kathy’s circumstances, what options does she have for a short-term loan to cover next month’s rent?
Which options are best and which should she avoid? What advice can you give her about banking?
Since Kathy is no longer an active duty servicemember, and we assume she’s not a retiree (only in the service
four years and no mention of a disability), she won’t be able to get an emergency grant or loan from one of the
military aid societies. However, she could contact a veterans organization to see if funds for this type of expense
might be available. Kathy also can’t take a cash advance on her credit cards since they are “maxed out.” Since
Kathy is employed she could easily get a payday loan, but this would have a serious negative effect on her overall
financial wellbeing. Kathy’s best options include:
• Borrowing from friends or family if they can afford to help and Kathy is sure she can pay them back.
• Opening a checking account with a military credit union and applying for an immediate short-term loan. Since
she is employed and we assume she does not have a bad credit rating (“not past-due” on her two credit cards),
it’s very likely she will qualify for a small loan. Even if she doesn't, she should open a checking account to keep
her money safe, avoid check-cashing and/or prepaid card fees, pay bills conveniently (and often for free), and
develop a relationship with a mainstream financial institution. She can most likely avoid any account fees just by
having her paycheck directly deposited into the account. She should also open a savings account and set up an
automatic transfer from her checking account each payday so that she can accumulate a rainy day fund without
having to think about it. A savings account can also be used as a checking overdraft protection program—funds
are transferred to your checking account if you overdraw it. There is a fee, but it is much less than the fee for
courtesy overdraft protection.
• Asking for a pay advance. This may be uncomfortable since Kathy has only been on the job two weeks, but her
boss may understand the financial challenges of having to pay first and last months’ rent and/or deposit and be
happy to make a short-term loan against future earnings. (Kathy should first understand the terms of the
advance—are there going to be fees or interest charges, or is it a straight advance?)
• Since Kathy has a good payment record with her credit card issuers, she could ask for a credit limit increase so
that she can take a cash advance for the rent. This is not a cheap option, but it is far better than a payday loan.
2. What could/should Kathy do about getting a car?
Since Kathy is already short on rent money, has no savings and is maxed out on her credit cards, she should
avoid taking on an auto loan if at all possible. Instead, she should continue carpooling until she has been able to
save up at least a good downpayment on a high-quality used car.
If Kathy feels she truly needs a car, she should at least wait until she pays back the rent money she borrows and
is reducing her credit card debt before she takes on an auto loan. (Kathy might benefit from working with a credit
counselor to design a reasonable spending plan that takes into account her debts and her goals.) Kathy should
definitely avoid a “Buy here, pay here” car lot and instead try to get a loan from the same credit union where she
opened her new checking/savings accounts. If that’s not possible, she may be able to get a loan from reputable
new-car dealer. The advantage of this is that new cars and “certified pre-owned” used cars that dealers sell
generally don’t have repair costs (if they are under warranty), and maintenance costs are sometimes covered for a
period. Kathy should shop around for the best financing, avoid overspending, and choose the vehicle wisely.
3. How would you advise Kathy regarding her education needs and financing options?
Before Kathy decides on a school or program, she should talk to potential employers (companies where she’d like
to work) and ask them what they think about the program she’s considering. Is a diploma or certificate from that
program respected in the industry? Would it greatly improve her chances of getting the job she wants? Would the
company hire her if she had the additional education from this school or program? If the answers are no, she
should ask for advice about how to get the job she wants. If she has more than one option for schooling, she
should consider cost—there are many good public and non-profit schools and programs that prepare veterans for
the jobs they want for a fraction of the cost of private schools. Kathy should research all the veterans educational
benefits available to her and find out how to take advantage of them—she might even qualify for federal student
aid. If a student loan is still necessary, Kathy should make sure it’s a federal student loan, not a private one,
because federal student loans offer fixed interest rates, flexible repayment options and consumer protections.
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Know your rights (exercise)
Read each scenario and decide whether the servicemember or veteran has any special rights under the law
and whether those rights are being violated.
1. Laurence is a National Guardsman whose mobilization ended two weeks ago. He has asked his credit
card issuer to reduce the interest rate on his card from 21.99% to 6% retroactively for the six months he was
mobilized. The card issuer has refused to grant the rate reduction, saying that it must be requested before or
during active duty, not after active duty is finished.
Is the card issuer correct? Explain your answer.

2. Barbara is currently deployed in Afghanistan. She just received a message from home saying their
landlord has served Barbara and her family with an eviction notice. It is true that the family is a couple of
months behind with the $3,500-per-month rent, but they have argued that the landlord can’t evict them now
because Barbara is on active duty and is protected, at least for a period, by the SCRA.
What, if any, are Barbara’s protections from eviction under the SCRA?

3. Chris, a veteran of Operation Deliberate Force in Bosnia in the mid-90s, has taken out a payday loan at an
APR that works out to be about 135% (interest and fees combined). The lender required a post-dated check
as guarantee of payment. Chris told the lender that the high interest rate (above 36%) and the post-dated
check requirement are illegal under the Military Lending Act, but the lender wouldn’t budge. Chris took out
the loan anyway because he really needed the money.
Who is right about the law, Chris or the lender?

4. Sal, an active duty soldier, took out a two-month vehicle title loan three months ago. The loan was
automatically renewed after two months because it wasn’t paid in full by the end of the term. Sal is not
behind on the payments, though, because the lender required him to set up a discretionary allotment—
payments have come right out of his paychecks. Sal finally has enough money to pay off the loan in full,
before the new term ends in another month, but the lender says he will have to pay a $50 prepayment
penalty. Sal figures it’s worth it to avoid having to pay what equates to a 230% APR for the remainder of the
term.
Does Sal have any protections under the law, and have they been violated?

5. Leona is an active duty Marine stationed at Camp Pendelton in Oceanside, California. She has known
people who have been victims of identity theft and wants to take steps to avoid becoming a victim herself.
Concerned that her identity could be stolen while in the service, she plans to contact one of the three major
credit bureaus to place an active duty alert in her credit reports.
Is this an option for Leona?
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Answer key: Know your rights
1. Laurence is a National Guardsman whose mobilization ended two weeks ago. He has asked his credit
card issuer to reduce the interest rate on his card from 21.99% to 6% retroactively for the six months he was
mobilized. The card issuer has refused to grant the rate reduction, saying that it must be requested before or
during active duty, not after active duty is finished.
Is the card issuer correct?
No. Your written request can be submitted anytime during active duty and up to 180 days after leaving
service. Your rate will be reduced retroactively for the period you are/were on active duty.
2. Barbara is currently deployed in Afghanistan. She just received a message from home saying the family’s
landlord has served them with an eviction notice. It’s true that the family is a couple of months behind on their
$3,500-per-month rent, but they believe the landlord can’t evict them now because Barbara is on active duty
and is protected, at least for a period, by the SCRA.
What, if any, are Barbara’s protections from eviction under the SCRA?
Barbara is not protected under the SCRA because the rent on her family’s home exceeds the allowable
amount under the law ($3,217.81 in 2014). Because of this, Barbara does not have any special protections
from eviction.
3. Chris, a veteran of Operation Deliberate Force in Bosnia in the mid-90s, has taken out a payday loan at an
APR that works out to be about 135% (interest and fees combined). The lender required a post-dated check
as guarantee of payment. Chris told the lender that the high interest rate (above 36%) and the post-dated
check requirement are illegal under the Military Lending Act, but the lender wouldn’t budge. Chris took out
the loan anyway because he really needed the money.
Who is right about the law, Chris or the lender?
Because the Military Lending Act only protects active duty military and not veterans, the lender has the right
(assuming the terms are within state law) to charge a higher-than-36% interest rate and to demand payment
via check or electronic account access.
4. Sal, an active duty soldier, took out a two-month vehicle title loan three months ago. The loan was
automatically renewed after two months because it wasn’t paid in full by the end of the term. Sal is not
behind on the payments, though, because the lender required him to set up a pay allotment—loan payments
have come right out of his paychecks. Sal finally has enough money to pay off the loan in full but the lender
says he will have to pay a $50 prepayment penalty if he pays off the debt before the term ends next month.
Sal figures it’s worth it to avoid having to pay what equates to a 230% APR for the remainder of the term.
Does Sal have any protections under the law, and have they been violated?
As an active duty servicemember, Sal is protected by the Military Lending Act. The lender has violated the
MLA in multiple ways: by charging more than 36% APR on a vehicle title loan, by taking the title to the
servicemember’s personal vehicle as collateral, by rolling over the original loan at the same exorbitant rate,
by requiring a pay allotment, and by charging a prepayment penalty.
5. Leona is an active duty Marine stationed at Camp Pendelton. She has known people who have been
victims of identity theft and wants to take steps to avoid becoming a victim herself. Concerned that her
identity could be stolen while in the service, she plans to contact one of the three major credit bureaus to
place an active duty alert in her credit reports.
Is this an option for Leona?
No, because the alert is only available for active duty servicemembers on deployment. If Leona is stationed
at Camp Pendleton, she is not deployed.
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Scam alert! (exercise)
Circle the best answer to each multiple-choice question.
1. Signs of a potential scam include:
a. The offer or request requires an immediate decision.
b. Someone you don’t know asks for personal or account information.
c. An investment, work “opportunity” or other offer seems to good to be true.
d. All of the above
2. A scam that exploits a victim’s loyalty to a particular group is called:
a. Friendly fraud
b. Loyalty scam
c. Affinity fraud
d. None of the above
3. You shouldn’t make a donation to a charity you are unfamiliar with until you do the following:
a. Transfer money from your savings account to your checking account.
b. Ask the fundraiser what his astrological sign is.
c. Investigate the legitimacy of the charity.
d. a and b
4. You can avoid risking your pension benefits or falling prey to unscrupulous financial “advisors” by:
a. Never allowing a creditor to access the account where you receive your benefits.
b. Never taking a pension advance.
c. Checking a financial advisor’s background and references before doing any business with him or her.
d. Contacting the VA directly for benefits information and assistance.
e. All of the above
5. An email message from someone posing as a legitimate business and asking for your Social Security
number to “verify” your account is an example of this:
a. Vishing
b. Swishing
c. Phishing
d. a and c
6. If you suspect an email message or phone call is a fraud attempt, you should:
a. Reply to the email message to ask for more information.
b. Call the person back at the number s/he provides to see if it takes you to the agency or company the caller
claimed to be from.
c. Report the incident to the FTC and the legitimate agency or business the scammer is claiming to be from.
d. b and c
7. You should not pay for VA benefits application forms or for help completing them because:
a. The VA doesn’t use benefit application forms.
b. Forms are free through the VA and accredited advisors are not allowed to charge for help filing them.
c. both a and b
d. neither a nor b
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Answer key: Scam alert!
1. Signs of a potential scam include:
a. The offer or request requires an immediate decision.
b. Someone you don’t know asks for personal or account information.
c. An investment, work “opportunity” or other offer seems to good to be true.
d. All of the above
2. A scam that exploits a victim’s loyalty to a particular group is called:
a. Friendly fraud
b. Loyalty scam
c. Affinity fraud
d. None of the above
3. You shouldn’t make a donation to a charity you are unfamiliar with until you do the following:
a. Transfer money from your savings account to your checking account.
b. Ask the fundraiser what his astrological sign is.
c. Investigate the legitimacy of the charity.
d. a and b
4. You can avoid risking your pension benefits or falling prey to unscrupulous financial “advisors” by:
a. Never allowing a creditor to access the account where you receive your benefits.
b. Never taking a pension advance.
c. Checking a financial advisor’s background and references before doing any business with him or her.
d. Contacting the VA directly for benefits information and assistance.
e. All of the above
5. An email message from someone posing as a legitimate business and asking for your Social Security
number to “verify” your account is an example of this:
a. Vishing
b. Swishing
c. Phishing (The answer is not a and c because vishing refers to phone calls, not email.)
d. a and c
6. If you suspect an email message or phone call is a fraud attempt, you should:
a. Reply to the email message to ask for more information.
b. Call the person back at the number s/he provides to see if it takes you to the agency or company the caller
claimed to be from.
c. Report the incident to the FTC and the legitimate agency or business the scammer is claiming to
be from.
d. b and c (If you call the number the person gives you, s/he or an accomplice may answer the phone in a
way to make it sound like you have reached the real (legitimate) agency or business.)
7. You should not pay for VA benefits application forms or for help completing them because:
a. The VA doesn’t use benefit application forms.
b. Forms are free through the VA and accredited advisors are not allowed to charge for help filing
them.
c. both a and b
d. neither a nor b
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Resources
Banking:
•

Compare bank accounts in your area: www.bankrate.com/checking.aspx

•

Compare credit unions you may be eligible to join: www.aSmarterChoice.org

•

Military.com’s “Best Military Banks and Credit Unions of 2014”: www.military.com/money/personalfinance/2014/02/19/best-military-banks-and-credit-unions-of-2014.html

•

Navy Federal Credit Union (open to all branches of the military; offers an “Active Duty Checking” account
and emergency loans with reasonable terms): www.navyfederal.org

•

Consumer Action’s Checking/Savings Accounts educational module: www.consumeraction.org/modules/module_checking_savings_accounts

•

ChexSystems (reports past bank account problems to financial institutions considering whether to open
an account; free annual report for consumers): www.consumerdebit.com / 800-428-9623

Education:
•

VA’s “School Decision Resources” page: www.benefits.va.gov/gibill/school_decision.asp

•

Consumer Financial Protection Bureau’s (CFPB) list of programs that can reduce the cost of education
for students who have served in the military:
www.consumerfinance.gov/servicemembers/planning/#degrees

•

CFPB’s “Paying for College” webpage: www.consumerfinance.gov/paying-for-college

•

U.S. Department of Education’s database of accredited postsecondary institutions and programs:
www.ope.ed.gov/accreditation

•

U.S. News and World Report’s “Best Colleges for Veterans” (linked from the homepage):
http://colleges.usnews.rankingsandreviews.com/best-colleges

•

Student Loan Borrower Assistance Project (NCLC): www.studentloanborrowerassistance.org/

Dealing with money troubles:
•

Air Force Aid Society: www.afas.org

•

Army Emergency Relief: www.aerhq.org/dnn563

•

Coast Guard Mutual Assistance: www.cgmahq.org

•

Navy-Marine Corps Relief Society: www.nmcrs.org

•

ReserveAid: www.reserveaid.org

•

American Red Cross Financial Assistance for Servicemembers: www.redcross.org/find-help/militaryfamilies/financial-assistance

•

Emergency financial assistance to veterans: USA Cares (www.usacares.org) and the National
Association of American Veterans (www.naavets.org/service)

•

VeteransPlus (housing and financial counseling by and for current and former military):
www.veteransplus.org

•

Credit counseling: Military Debt Management Agency (www.militarydebt.org/index.php) and the National
Foundation for Credit Counseling (www.nfcc.org)

•

Consumer Action’s Servicemembers and Veterans Financial Empowerment Resource Sheet
(www.consumer-action.org/english/articles/servicemembers_and_veterans) and general Financial
Empowerment Resource Sheet (www.consumeraction.org/english/articles/financial_empowerment_resource_sheet)
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Avoiding and reporting scams:
•

Verify/research a charitable organization:
! CharityWatch: www.charitywatch.org
! Better Business Bureau: www.bbb.org/us/charity
! Charity Navigator: www.charitynavigator.org
! GuideStar: www.guidestar.org

•

Federal Trade Commission (FTC) (report scams): www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/0341-file-complaint-ftc
or 877-FTC-HELP / 877-382-4357

•

Active duty alert (call the fraud department of just one of the credit bureaus to place or remove an alert):
! Equifax: https://www.alerts.equifax.com/AutoFraud_Online/jsp/fraudAlert.jsp or 800-525-6285
! Experian: www.experian.com/fraud/center.html or 888-397-3742
! TransUnion: www.transunion.com/personal-credit/credit-disputes/fraud-alerts.page or 800-6807289

•

OnGuard Online (tips for staying safe online): www.onguardonline.gov

•

National Do Not Call registry: www.DoNotCall.gov

•

“7 Ways to Stop Debt Collection Scammers”: www.military.com/money/personal-finance/credit-debtmanagement/7-ways-to-stop-debt-collection-scammers.html

•

Veterans Administration (VA) (confirm accreditation of an attorney, claims agent or Veterans Service
Organization representative): www.va.gov/ogc/apps/accreditation/index.asp

Legal assistance:
•

Armed Forces Legal Assistance Office: http://legalassistance.law.af.mil/content/locator.php (From outside
the U.S.: www.militaryinstallations.dod.mil/MOS/f?p=MI:ENTRY:0)

•

The American Bar Association’s ABA Home Front:
www.americanbar.org/portals/public_resources/aba_home_front.html)

•

State Veterans Affairs Offices (services vary, but may include financial and/or legal assistance:
www.va.gov/statedva.htm

•

Servicemembers Civil Relief Act (SCRA):
www.saveandinvest.org/militarycenter/DeploymentPCS/P124319 and http://statesidelegal.org/overviewservice-members-civil-relief-act)

•

Stateside Legal (free downloadable form letters for a variety of SCRA requests):
http://statesidelegal.org/interactive-forms-directory

•

Military Lending Act (MLA): www.consumerfinance.gov/askcfpb/1783/what-are-my-rights-under-militarylending-act.html and www.consumerfed.org/pdfs/MIL-Fact-Sheet-Final-Regs.pdf

•

FTC’s “Vehicle Repossession” (explains your rights and options when your car is repossessed):
www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/0144-vehicle-repossession

•

Attorney General’s Office (your state AG’s office can provide information about the specific rights that
residents of your state have): www.naag.org
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Managing and improving your finances:
•

AnnualCreditReport.com (free annual credit report from each of the three major credit bureaus):
www.annualcreditreport.com (From outside the U.S.: www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/pdf-0093-annualreport-request-form.pdf)

•

BBB Military Line (a program of the Council of Better Business Bureaus): www.bbb.org

•

My Military and Money (a BBB resource in partnership with McGraw Hill Financial):
www.mymilitaryandmoney.com

•

Military Saves: www.militarysaves.org

•

Military Consumer (tips and information from federal and state government and non-profit partner
organizations): www.military.ncpw.gov/know-how

•

The Savings Deposit Program (SDP) (an account for active duty servicemembers and activated Guard
and Reservists during combat deployments):
www.dfas.mil/dfas/militarymembers/payentitlements/sdp.html

•

"Creative saving strategies from the U.S. Navy”:
www.consumerfinance.gov/servicemembers/planning/creativesavingsstrategies/

•

CFPB (page devoted to resources for servicemembers, veterans and their families):
www.consumerfinance.gov/servicemembers/additionalresources/

•

TaxHelp.org (tax information for servicemembers and veterans, including special tax relief programs for
active duty military and tax benefits for veterans): http://taxhelp.org/resources/military/

Complaints:
•

Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB) (submit a complaint if you think your rights under the MLA
have been violated or you have a problem with a financial product or service):
www.consumerfinance.gov/complaint or 855-411-2372

•

Military OneSource (submit complaints against a school or educational program):
www.militaryonesource.mil/voluntary-education?content_id=274604

•

Consumer Action’s “How to Complain” guide: www.consumeraction.org/english/articles/how_to_complain
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Training evaluation:
Economic survival guide for servicemembers and veterans
Please help us improve future presentations by giving us your opinion of today’s class.
Circle the response that best reflects your feelings about each statement:
1. I have a better understanding of the disadvantages of using alternative financial services.
Strongly agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly disagree

2. I have a better awareness of the options available for avoiding wealth-stripping loans.
Strongly agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly disagree

3. I feel better prepared to recognize and avoid a scam and/or identity theft.
Strongly agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly disagree

4. I understand what special rights active duty servicemembers have and how to exercise them.
Strongly agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly disagree

5. I know where to submit complaints and get legal advice and other types of assistance.
Strongly agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly disagree

6. I am aware of resources to help me improve my finances.
Strongly agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly disagree

Disagree

Strongly disagree

7. The instructor was well informed.
Strongly agree

Agree

8. The materials I received are easy to read and understand.
Strongly agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly disagree

Disagree

Strongly disagree

9. I would like to attend another class like this.
Strongly agree

Agree

On a scale of 1 to 10 (10 being the best), how would you rate the training? _____________________
Please let us know how we could improve future trainings (use back, if necessary):
___________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________
Thank you for attending!

30

