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Start here: you have options

Debt stress can make every option feel urgent. You do not need to choose a paid program before understanding
the alternatives. This guide focuses primarily on U.S. consumer unsecured debt, such as credit cards; mortgages,
auto loans, federal student loans, taxes, and support obligations have different rules and protections.

Begin with the question: what amount could I reliably pay after housing, food, utilities, transportation, and other
essentials? A plan that depends on skipping essentials is unlikely to be sustainable.

Understand your starting point

List each creditor, approximate balance, interest rate, minimum payment, due date, and whether the account is
current, late, in collections, or subject to a lawsuit. Separate secured debts from unsecured debts.

Review take-home income and essential expenses before estimating what is available for debt. The DRG Monthly
Budget Explorer is a private, browser-based starting point, not a recommendation or eligibility assessment.

Talk directly with creditors

Ask the creditor whether a hardship program, lower interest rate, due-date change, or temporary payment
arrangement is available. Explain what you can afford, ask about fees and credit reporting, and request written
confirmation of any agreement.

If a hardship request is denied, ask whether it can be reconsidered and what documentation or alternatives are
available. You can make these requests yourself without paying a third party.

Credit counseling and debt management plans

A reputable credit counselor can review your overall budget and discuss options. A debt management plan (DMP)
may arrange one monthly payment through a counseling organization, which then pays participating creditors.
Creditors may agree to reduced rates or fees, but participation and terms vary.

A DMP generally aims to repay enrolled debt rather than settle it for less than owed. Ask about setup and monthly
fees, which debts qualify, how long payments may last, and whether you must stop using enrolled cards. Nonprofit
status alone does not guarantee affordability or quality.

Debt settlement: understand the tradeoffs

Debt settlement involves trying to negotiate payment of less than the full balance. Creditors do not have to agree.
Some programs encourage consumers to stop paying creditors while saving for offers; missed payments can
increase fees and interest, damage credit, trigger collection calls or lawsuits, and leave a consumer owing the full
balance if no settlement occurs.

Ask how the company is paid, which debts it will attempt to negotiate, what happens if a creditor refuses, and what
total cash you may need. Federal rules generally prohibit certain debt-relief telemarketing providers from collecting
fees before a debt has actually been settled and the consumer has made at least one payment under that
settlement; the exact rule and its coverage matter. Forgiven debt may have tax consequences, subject to
exclusions and exceptions.
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When bankruptcy deserves consideration

Bankruptcy is a legal process, not a personal failure. Chapter 7 and Chapter 13 operate differently; eligibility,
assets, income, repayment obligations, exemptions, and consequences depend on the facts and applicable law.

If collection lawsuits, garnishment, or unmanageable balances are involved, consider speaking with a qualified
bankruptcy attorney or legal aid organization before committing to a debt-settlement program. Bankruptcy can
affect credit, and not every debt is dischargeable.

Debt relief and your credit reports

A settled debt does not necessarily disappear from your credit report. Accurate negative information may remain
for the applicable reporting period. Review reports from the nationwide credit bureaus and dispute information that
is inaccurate or incomplete.

Keep settlement letters, payment confirmations, and correspondence. Do not pay someone who promises to
remove accurate negative information simply because it is unfavorable.

Recognize warning signs

Be cautious of guaranteed debt elimination, claims that all creditors will cooperate, pressure to sign immediately,
instructions to ignore lawsuits, or refusal to explain fees and risks in writing.

Check whether a provider must be licensed in your state and whether complaints exist with your state attorney
general or consumer protection office. A lack of complaints is not proof of reliability. Never assume a program
stops creditors from suing.

A practical next-step checklist

First: protect essential expenses and identify urgent notices or court deadlines. Second: make a complete debt list
and realistic monthly budget. Third: contact creditors and consider reputable credit counseling. Fourth: compare
written costs and risks of any program against self-managed options. Fifth: seek qualified legal or tax advice when
lawsuits, bankruptcy, or possible forgiven-debt taxes are involved.

You do not need to buy anything to use this guide. If a free or lower-cost approach works for your situation, that
may be the best next step.

Compare your options before choosing

Contact creditors yourself: Often a sensible first step when you can afford some payment but need a change in
terms. There may be no third-party fee. A creditor may decline a request, and relief may be temporary.

Credit counseling and a debt management plan: May help when you can afford structured repayment but need
help organizing debts or negotiating terms. Check the fees, creditor participation, account restrictions, and realistic
payment schedule.

Debt settlement: May be considered for some unsecured debts, but there is no guarantee of creditor agreement.
Nonpayment can create additional costs, credit harm, collections, or lawsuits. Compare the total likely cost and
risk with alternatives.

Bankruptcy consultation: Worth considering when debt is unmanageable, litigation is threatened, or repayment
would sacrifice essentials. A consultation does not obligate you to file. Legal advice should address your specific
debts, assets, income, and state rules.

Questions to ask before signing with any provider

• What exactly will you do, and which debts are excluded?
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• What will I pay in setup, monthly, and success-based fees, and when?

• Will I be told to stop paying creditors? What might happen if I do?

• Can creditors continue collection or sue me during the program?

• What happens if a creditor refuses to negotiate or I leave the program?

• Will I receive a complete written agreement and time to review it?

• Are there state-specific licensing requirements or restrictions?

If a collector contacts you or you receive court papers

Do not ignore a lawsuit or assume that contacting a debt-relief company pauses a legal deadline. Read the papers
carefully, note the response date, and consider promptly contacting legal aid or a licensed attorney.
Debt-collection rights and deadlines vary. Keep copies of letters and records of communications. If you dispute a
debt, learn which written notice and dispute rules apply to your situation rather than assuming every debt is treated
the same.

Related DRG articles

• My credit card company denied my hardship request

• Should I consider debt settlement if my creditor will not lower payments?

• My credit report still shows a debt after settlement

Independent sources and further reading

• DRG homepage

• CFPB: Debt collection resources

• FTC: How to get out of debt

• U.S. Courts: Bankruptcy

• AnnualCreditReport.com

• IRS: Canceled debt

https://debtreliefguidance.com/2026/10/23/my-credit-card-company-denied-my-hardship-request-what-can-i-do-next/
https://debtreliefguidance.com/2026/10/24/should-i-consider-debt-settlement-if-my-credit-card-company-wont-lower-my-payments/
https://debtreliefguidance.com/2026/10/26/my-credit-report-still-shows-a-debt-after-settlement-what-should-i-check/
https://debtreliefguidance.com/
https://www.consumerfinance.gov/consumer-tools/debt-collection/
https://consumer.ftc.gov/articles/how-get-out-debt
https://www.uscourts.gov/court-programs/bankruptcy
https://www.annualcreditreport.com/
https://www.irs.gov/taxtopics/tc431


