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Debt Specialist Certification Program Outline 

 
Book One:  The Power of Negotiation 

 
I. Section One:  The Industry 

A. History of Debt Settlement 
B. The Debt Settlement Process 

1. Notifying the creditors 
2. Establishing a savings account 
3. Paying the creditors 

C. The Debt Settlement Client 
1. Communicating with creditors 
2. Budget counseling 

D. Debt Settlement versus Debt Management Plans 
 

II. Section II: Negotiation and Conflict Management for the Debt 
Settlement Industry 
A. Nature of conflict 

1. Parties involved 
a. creditor 
b. debtor/client 
c. debt specialist 

2. Figure 1: different needs of parties 
3. The costs of conflict 

a. decreased productivity 
b. lowers morale and motivation 
c. paralyzes the decision-making process 
d. competitive processes 
e. misperception and bias 
f. emotionality 
g. decreased communication 
h. blurred issues 
i. rigid commitments 
j. magnified differences, minimized similarities  
k. escalation of the conflict 
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B. Ways to resolve conflict 

1. Understand your conflict management style 
a. yielding/accommodating 
b. avoiding/inaction 
c. competing/domineering 
d. collaborating/problem solving 
e. compromising 
f. figure 2:  the Dual Concern Model 

2. Issue importance 
3. Time pressure 
4. Relationship importance 
5. Handle your emotions 

a. communication differences 
b. structural differences 
c. personal differences 

6. Negotiate 
 

C. Negotiation 
1. The nature of negotiation 
2. Planning for negotiations 

a. set goals 
b. set limits, targets, and opening bids 
c. establish bargaining mixes 
d. figure 3:  the bargaining zone 
e. understand your alternatives 
f. define your underlying interests 
g. understand the flow of negotiation 
h. assess your constituencies 
i. analyze the other party 
j. choosing strategies and tactics 
k. figure 4: choosing a strategy 

D. Distributive Negotiations 
1. Softball tactics 

a. make extreme offers and small concessions 
b. avoid take-it-or-leave-it approaches 
c. change your counterpart’s resistance point by influencing 

his/her beliefs about the value of the deal 
d. guard information carefully and try to get as much 

information from the other party 
e. manage your emotions 
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f. make them feel that the settlement point is the best they 

can get 
g. avoid commitments 
h. provide alternatives 
i. assume the close 
j. explode offers 
k. use sweeteners 

2. Hardball tactics 
a. good cop/bad cop 
b. lowball/highball 
c. bogey 
d. nibble 
e. chicken 
f. intimidation 

E. Integrative Negotiations 
1. Depersonalize the problem 
2. Focus on interests, not positions 
3. Create a list of possible options by redefining the problem 

set 
4. Table 1:  refocusing the problem set 
5. Brainstorm 
6. Take time out to cool off 
7. Explore you differences 
8. Keep decisions tentative until all aspects of the final 

settlement are complete 
9. Validate the other’s perspective 
10.  Be motivated and committed to work together 
11.  Reframe the negotiation situation 

a. point out the advantage of adopting a different frame 
b. point out the disadvantage of the current frame 
c. use stories, analogies, or metaphors to help the other 

party reframe 
d. table 2:  types of frames 

F. Negotiating with Problem People 
1. Types of problem people 

a. bullies 
b. avoiders 
c. withdrawers 
d. high rollers 
e. wad shooters 
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2. Ways to deal with problem people 

a. get their attention 
b. call a spade a spade 
c. put their fears to rest 
d. insist on playing by the rules 
e. put the ball in their court 
f. use the silent treatment 
g. do the sidestep 
h. meet the enemy head-on 
i. refuse to be punished 
j. ask questions 
k. point out the consequences 

 
III. Appendixes 

A. Appendix A:  Self-Assessment: You Conflict Management 
Style 

B. Appendix B:  The Negotiator Quiz 
C. Appendix C:  The Planning Process 
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Book Two:  Keys to Success 
 
I. Module One:  Defining the Role of the Financial Counselor 
 

A. Unit One:  The Components of Financial Well-Being 
1. Self-Assessment: Financial Well-Being Checklist 
2. Objective and subjective measures of financial well-being 
3. Self-Assessment:  Money and You 

 
B. Unit Two:  Establishing the Client/Counselor Relationship 

1. Five stages of counseling 
2. Process and outcome goals 

a. The Human/Business Model 
b. Interactive scenario 
c. Exercise:  Best and Worst Interactions 

3. Five types of communication 
4. Common barriers to communication 
5. Ten ways to improve communication 

 
C. Unit Three:  Rapport Building 

1. Essential components 
a. empathy 
b. genuineness 
c. positive regard 

2. Developing empathy 
a. understand the effects of counseling on clients 
b. increase awareness and sensitivity of client cultural 

differences 
3. Conveying genuineness 

a. self-disclosure 
b. immediacy 

4. Showing positive regard 
a. enhancing statements 
b. non-verbal behaviors 
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D. Unit Four:  Active Listening 

1. The components of active listening 
a. what you do 
b. what you say 
c. what you observe 

2. Reflective and non-reflective listening 
a. exercise in creating reflective statements 
b. four specific techniques for reflective listening 
c. examples of non-reflective listening 

3. Verbal statements and verbal behavior 
a. exercise in identifying client emotions 
b. Listening Skills Self-Assessment 

 
E. Unit Five:  Asking the Right Questions 

1. Habits of good interviewers 
2. Open-ended Questions 

a. reasons for asking open-ended questions 
b. examples of open-ended questions 
c. exercise for creating open-ended questions 

3. Closed-ended questions 
a. reasons for asking closed-ended questions 
b. exercise for creating closed-ended questions 

F.  Key Words from Module One 
 
II. Module Two:  Taking Control of Finances 
 

A. Unit One:  The Problem-Solving Process 
1. The Problem-Management/Opportunity-Development Model 

a. client-centered 
b. open-systems 
c. specifically compliments financial problem solving 

2. Problem Solving:  A Natural Process 
a. steps from awareness of problem to commitment to 

solution 
b. exercise for identifying client problem-solving processes 

3. Problem solving through counseling 
a. where the client is now 
b. where the client wants to go 
c. getting there 
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B. Unit Two:  Where the Client is Now 

1. Calculating net worth 
a. what do you own? 
b. what do you owe? 
c. equity sheet 

2. Tracking income and expenses 
a. reflective questions about budgeting 
b. monthly budget worksheet 
c. the importance of keeping a spending record 
d. customizing expense categories 

3. Analyzing the budget 
a. budget scenario 
b. using a spending percentage guideline 
c. reflective questions regarding budget scenario 

4. Debt-to-income ratio 
a. how to calculate 
b. different types used for different purposes 

5. Spending Personality Assessment 
a. identifying your personality 
b. ways to overcome destructive behaviors 

6. Money relationships 
a. “money talk” reflective assessment 
b. three A’s of money relationships 

 
C. Unit Three:  Where the Client Wants to Go 

1. Life-cycle planning 
a. career planning 
b. savings planning 
c. retirement planning 
d. debt planning 
e. insurance planning 
f. investment planning 
g. estate planning 

2. Long term financial goals 
a. paying for an education 
b. buying a home 
c. saving for retirement 

3. Goal setting 
a. components of viable goals 
b. keys to attaining goals 
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4. Needs versus wants 

a. Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 
b. exercise:  does spending reflect values 

5. Making decisions 
a. information gathering 
b. processing information 
c. choice and execution 

 
D. Unit Four: How the Client will Get There 

1. Bandura’s Self-Efficacy 
a. outcome expectations 
b. self-efficacy expectations 

2. Rotter’s Locus of Control 
a. internal locus of control 
b. external locus of control 
c. Self-Assessment:  Rotter’s Locus of Control Scale 

3. Overcoming self-defeating behaviors 
4. Becoming solution-focused 

a. reframing 
b. specific solution-focused techniques 

5. Creating a spending plan 
a. primary benefits 
b. monthly spending plan worksheet 

6. Economizing 
a. substituting 
b. conserving 
c. cooperating 
d. utilizing community resources 
e. exercise in cutting costs 

E. Key Words from Module Two 
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III. Module Three:  Demystifying Consumer Credit 

A. Unit One:  Credit Basics 
1. How credit works 

a. the system of lending and borrowing 
b. rules and risks 

2. Key players 
a. consumers 
b. merchants 
c. lenders 
d. federal government 

3. Types of credit 
a. secured 
b. unsecured 
c. installment 
d. non-installment 

4. Types of credit cards 
a. bank cards 
b. travel and entertainment cards 
c. merchant cards 
d. secured credit cards 

5. Finance charges 
a. APR 
b. balance calculation methods 

6. “Hidden fees” 
a. transaction fees 
b. late fees 
c. over-the-limit fees 
d. pay-off fees 
e. annual fees 
f. charges for cash advances 

7. Grace periods 
a. typical grace period 
b. full grace period 
c. no grace period 
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8. Current credit card trends 

a. universal default 
b. increased minimum payments 
c. shrinking grace periods 

9. Truth in Lending Act 
10. Preventing credit card debt 

 
B. Unit Two:  Choosing Credit Wisely 

1. Qualifying for credit – “ASAP” 
a. ability 
b. stability 
c. assets 
d. performance 

2. Shopping for a credit card 
a. credit card features to look for 
b. credit card features to avoid 
c. resources for online shopping 

3. Exercise for comparing credit card offers 
4. The Equal Credit Opportunity Act 
5. The true cost of credit 

 
C. Unit Three:  Using Credit Wisely 

1. Exercise:  Reading the Billing Statement 
2. Wise credit management 

a. communicating with creditors 
b. resolving billing problems 
c. typical billing errors 
d. sample letter for correcting billing errors 

3. How to cancel a credit card 
a. steps for canceling card 
b. typical reasons 

4. Identity theft 
a. current outlook 
b. ways to prevent ID theft 
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D. Unit Four:  Understanding Credit Reports 

1. Getting a credit report 
a. Fair Credit reporting Act 
b. Fair and Accurate Credit Transactions Act 
c. Sample request letters 

2. Reading a credit report 
a. different formats at three credit bureaus 
b. different types of information recorded 
c. hard and soft inquiries 

3. Resolving credit report errors 
a. common credit reporting errors 
b. process for disputing errors 
c. sample letter for disputing errors 

4. Obligations of credit bureaus 
5. rights under the Fair Credit Reporting Act 

 
E. Unit Five:  Credit Scoring 

1. How credit scoring works 
a. FICO scores 
b. other types of scoring 

2. What a FICO score considers 
a. payment history 
b. amounts owed 
c. length of credit history 
d. new credit 
e. types of credit in use 

3. Top ten reasons for a low score 
4. Tips for raising a score 
5. What does NOT go into a FICO score 
6. Facts and fallacies 

 
F. Key Words from Module Three 

 
 
IV. Module Four:  Understanding and Dealing with Debt 

A. Unit One:  Getting into Debt 
1. Sources of debt 

a. easy access to credit/money 
b. consumer culture 
c. lack of financial literacy 
d. financial setbacks 
e. uncontrolled spending 
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2. The psychology of spending 

a. competitive spenders 
b. compulsive spending 
c. co-dependent spending 
d. narcissistic spending 
e. revenge spending 

3. Predatory lending 
a. current outlook 
b. characteristics of predatory loans 

4. Gambling and additions 
a. assessment of the National Council on Problem 

Gambling 
b. signs of problem gambling 
c. self-assessment:  Are You a Problem Gambler? 

5. The condition of indebtedness 
a. types of debtors 
b. different ways of dealing with debt 

 
B. Unit Two:  Debt Collection 

1. Types of collectors 
a. credit grantors 
b. collection agencies 
c. attorneys 

2. What they can do 
a. revoke credit privileges 
b. damage credit rating 
c. sue to collect debt 

3. Communicating with creditors 
a. prevent harassment 
b. request termination of contact – Fair Debt Collection 

Practices Act 
c. dispute billing errors – Fair Credit Billing Act 

4. Fair Debt Collection Practices Act 
` a. what agencies cannot do 
 b. guidelines for collection agencies 

 C.  Unit Three:  The Consequences of Unpaid Debt 
  1.  Foreclosure 
   a. avoiding foreclosure 
   b. common mortgage workouts 
  2.  Eviction 
   a. avoiding eviction 
   b. renter’s rights 
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  3.  Automobile repossession 
   a. description of process 
   b. the deficiency balance 
   c. options 
  4. Utility shut-offs 
   a. requirements of service providers 

b. reducing utility bills 
c. consumer rights 

  5. Lawsuits 
   a. judgment liens 
   b. wage garnishment 
   c. bank seizures 
 
 D.  Unit Four:  Getting Out of Debt 
  1.  Resolving the debt 
   a. consumer workouts 

b. debt consolidation loans 
c. credit counseling 
d. debt settlement 
e. budget counseling 

 
 E.  Unit Five: Bankruptcy 
  1. Chapter 7 
   a. eligibility 
   b. overview of process 
   c. question and answers 
  2. Chapter 13 
   a. eligibility 
   b. overview of process 
   c. comparing chapters 7 and 13 
  3. Reasons for filing the two types of bankruptcies (chart) 
  4. The Bankruptcy Abuse Prevention and Consumer Protection Act 
   a. survey of changes 
   b. the bankruptcy client 
  5. Pre-bankruptcy counseling 
   a. U.S. Trustee guidelines 
   b. the four components of session 
   c. considering financial/human factors for decision making 
   d. action plan template 
   e. avoiding the unauthorized practice of law 
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  6.  Pre-discharge debtor education 
   a. budget development 

b. money management 
c. using credit wisely 
d. consumer information 

  7.  After bankruptcy 
   a. monitor credit report 

b. re-establishing credit 
 F.  Key Words from Module Four 
 
V. Appendixes 
 A.  Ethics 
  1.  Defining ethics 
                        2. Business and personal ethics 
  3. Counseling versus therapy 
  4. Crisis intervention 
   a. imminent danger emergencies 
   b. non-imminent danger emergencies 
   c. making a 911 call 
  5. Code of Ethics 
 B. Consumer Resources 
  1. Consumer assistance organizations 
  2. Federal Trade Commission Offices 
  3. Consumer information websites 
 C.  Consumer Protection Legislation 
  1. The Equal Credit Opportunity Act 
  2. The Truth in Lending Act 
  3. The Fair Credit Billing Act 
  4. The Fair Credit Reporting Act 
  5. The Fair Debt Collection Practices Act 
  6. The Servicemembers Civil Relief Act 
  7. Uniformed Services Employment and Reemployment Rights Act 
VI. References 


