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DON’T RECOGNIZE THAT DEBT? HERE’S WHAT TO DO.
Dan Dwyer, Staff Attorney, Division of Financial Practices, Federal Trade Commission (FTC), reminds us that debt
collectors make up to one billion contacts with consumers each year. It’s their job to make sure they’re collecting from
the right people. However, sometimes they reach the wrong person. Other times, they’re actually part of a fake debt
collection scam.
If you don’t recognize a debt, here’s what you can do:
Find Out Who You’re Dealing With
Ask for the collector’s name, the company’s name, and its address and phone number. Legitimate collectors will provide
this information.
Don’t Give Additional Personal Information
The collector might ask you to confirm personal information. If the collector has the wrong information, like an address
or phone number you’ve never used, don’t correct the mistake with the right information. Don’t give any other personal
information. If it’s not your debt, but the collector now has the right personal information for you, it could be harder
for you to dispute the debt later.
Refuse To Discuss the Debt Until You Get a “Validation Notice”
Collectors must send you a written notice. It tells you how much money you owe, the name of the creditor, and what to
do if you don’t think you owe the money. This notice might help you figure out if you owe the debt.
Do Your Own Detective Work
Reach out to the company the collector says is the original creditor. They might help you figure out if the debt is
legitimate --- and if this collector has the right to collect the debt. Also, get your free, annual credit report online or at
877-322-8228 and see if the debt shows up there.
Dispute the Debt in Writing
If you think you don’t owe some --- or all --- of the debt, or you just don’t recognize it, send the collector a letter
disputing it. Be as specific as possible about why you think the debt is wrong --- but give as little personal information
as possible. Once you get the validation notice, you have 30 days to send your dispute letter.
By law, the collector then must stop contacting you --- though the debt doesn’t go away. But, if the collector sends you
written verification of the debt, they can start contacting you again. And, if there’s incorrect information on your credit
report, dispute that too. You can use these sample letters, using the address given in your credit report.
For more, see the FTC debt collection site.
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