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GUIDANCE ON UNLICENSED
ADJUSTMENT SERVICE COMPANIES
This Department licenses and regulates “adjustment service companies,”1 a Depressionera term referring to organizations that “attempt to adjust the debts of individuals” by “making
agreements” with their creditors.2 Ever seen an ad for a company promising to scale down your
debts by negotiating with your creditors? That’s an adjustment service company.3
Adjustment service companies with strong ethics can play an important part in times of
economic hardship. People need help making budgets, developing strategies to reduce debt, and
negotiating with creditors, and they need it from organizations that will treat them fairly and
keep fees to a minimum. Adjustment service companies can fill this role, provided they act with
the character this moment demands of us all.
But some of them won’t, at least if history is any guide. During the Great Depression, the
Wisconsin legislative committee tasked with investigating the industry concluded that “certain
abuses seem to be obvious.”4 Regulators found a range of abuses during the last recession, as
well, including misleading consumers with false promises,5 charging upfront fees before
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negotiating any settlements with creditors,6 impersonating government agents,7 misleading
consumers into believing they were lawyers,8 and trying to evade regulatory limits on their fees.9
This Department sued one unlicensed debt settlement company that tried to evade those limits,
obtaining a final judgment that required the company to pay a $1.89 million fine and give back
all fees paid by Wisconsin customers.10
That might sound like a good outcome, but the company fought the case for years—and
injured customers can’t afford to wait years to get their money back. This Department can better
protect you if you stick to licensed adjustment service companies. (We keep a list of them here.)
These companies must meet state character and fitness requirements.11 They are required by
state law to provide low-cost services to clients.12 Many are non-profit organizations. And
because they are licensed by the Department, if you have a complaint against them, we can
normally resolve it quickly.
We can’t make the same assurances if you do business with unlicensed adjustment
service companies. They haven’t obtained a license with this Department, so we’ve never
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approved their fitness and character. They may not know (or consider themselves subject to)
Wisconsin law requiring them to provide low-cost services. And while this Department will
continue to seek redress when they abuse Wisconsin customers—including fines, forfeitures, and
personal judgments against their owners,13 if necessary—formal legal processes take time and
recovering assets from out-of-state, unlicensed companies can be uncertain.
For these reasons, Wisconsinites should take care before hiring a company to help them
tackle their debts. Several resources can point you in the right direction. The Consumer
Financial Protection Bureau has a coronavirus financial guide with information on federal relief
programs and a host of consumer tools, including guidance on working with creditors to reduce
debt or lower regular payments. The Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (here), the Federal
Trade Commission (here), and the Better Business Bureau (here) all offer guidance on what to
look out for when considering debt relief services and the various alternatives. And finally, you
should check this Department’s licensee list to find adjustment service companies that have
agreed to comply with Wisconsin law requiring low fees, honest advertising, and character and
fitness. Doing so will better ensure that you end up working with an organization whose primary
focus is helping people in need, rather than taking advantage of them.
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