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Dear Chairs Day and Edwards and Members of the Judiciary Committee:

Thank you for the opportunity to submit this testimony in strong support of H1694/ $1147 — An
Act Providing Civil Legal Remedies for Victims of Economic Abuse. My name is Andrea
Bopp Stark, a senior attorney at the National Consumer Law Center in Boston, where we are
dedicated to advancing economic justice for vulnerable populations across the nation.

We urge the committee to advance this essential bill to protect survivors of domestic abuse from
the long-term consequences of coerced debt. This bill establishes a legal process for victims of
coerced debt, including survivors of domestic abuse, to find relief and restore their credit by
defining economic abuse, pausing debt collection, and removing coerced debts from credit
reports. It also incorporates crucial safety measures and legal recourse, empowering survivors
while protecting them from potential retaliation.

Why This Legislation Is Urgently Needed

Coerced debt is a form of economic abuse utilized by abusive partners who weaponize financial
systems against their victims—often without the victim’s knowledge, consent, or control. It
occurs when an abuser uses fraud, threats, or manipulation to force a partner to incur debt."
These debts are commonly accrued through credit cards, loans, car leases, or utilities with the
account in the victim’s name but serving the abuser’s interests.

' See Adrienne E. Adams, Angela Littwin, Angie Kennedy & Marisa Beeble, Describing Coerced Debt in
Abusive Marriages (manuscript submitted for publication, 2025) (on file with author);, Adams, A. E.,
Beeble, M. L., Biswas, A., Flynn, R. L., & Vollinger, L. (2023). An Exploratory Study of Financial Health as
an Antecedent of Economic Abuse Among Women Seeking Help for Intimate Partner Violence. Violence
Against Women, 30(15-16), 3825-3853. https://doi.org/10.1177/10778012231170867 (Original work
published 2024)



https://doi.org/10.1177/10778012231170867

Coerced debt poses severe financial harm to survivors of domestic abuse by damaging their
credit, exposing them to lawsuits and abusive collection efforts, and increasing the risk of
bankruptcy.? Legally, victims of coerced debt must prove the debt was incurred without consent,
a difficult and costly process that can lead to retaliation by the abuser. Additionally, coerced debt
causes severe emotional and psychological harm to victims. The financial stress exacerbates
the trauma caused by the domestic abuse and perpetrators use coerced debt to control and
trap survivors, limiting their ability to leave abusive situations. Poor credit and legal problems
also block access to housing, jobs, and support services, perpetuating cycles of abuse.?

During the Biden Administration, the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB)
acknowledged that coerced debt is a problem.* However, the CFPB under the current
Administration has not continued rulemaking efforts or meaningful enforcement around coerced
debt. As a result, states must step up and take action. Existing consumer protection and credit
laws were not written with coerced debt in mind. Without legal recognition of and relief for
coerced debt, victims are left legally and financially liable for debts they never truly consented
to. Laws like this bill are essential to protect survivors of domestic abuse, help clear coerced
debts, and support their recovery and independence.

How the Bill Helps Victims of Coerced Debt

This bill directly addresses the legal gap described above. It provides a legal process by which
victims of coerced debt can seek relief and have their credit records restored. It is
trauma-informed, survivor-centered, and carefully crafted to avoid retraumatizing survivors of
domestic abuse during the legal process.

Importantly, the bill also includes provisions that recognize the ongoing danger survivors of
domestic abuse may face in asserting these claims. The bill enables courts to take precautions
to protect the physical and financial safety of these survivors. This bill creates a clear statutory
process that:

1. Defines economic abuse comprehensively—covering coerced debt and other forms of
financial coercion within the context of abuse by a family member or household member, not
just for survivors of domestic violence but also in cases of abuse of a child, elder, or disabled
individual.

2 See Adrienne E. Adams, Angela K. Littwin & McKenzie Javorka, The Frequency, Nature, and Effects of
Coerced Debt Among a National Sample of Women Seeking Help for Intimate Partner Violence,

26 Violence Against Women 1324 (2020)(This national survey of 1,823 hotline callers found coerced debt
is both “common” and strongly linked with financial dependence and credit harm)

3 See Diane Johnston & Divya Subrahmanyam, Denied! How Economic Abuse Perpetuates
Homelessness for Domestic Violence Survivors 1 (Sept. 2018), Fordham Law Sch. Feerick Ctr. for Soc.
Justice, CAMBA Legal Servs., & The Legal Aid Soc'y,
https://www.fordham.edu/media/home/schools/school-of-law/pdfs/denied-accessible.pdf.

4 Fair Credit Reporting Act (Regulation V); Identity Theft and Coerced Debt, 89 Fed. Reg. 87698 (Dec. 13,
2024); See National Consumer Law Center et al., Comments to CFPB on Rulemaking to Combat
Coerced Debt (Mar. 7, 2025),
https://www.nclc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/CDWG-ANPRM-comment-3.7.2025_updated.pdf.


https://www.fordham.edu/media/home/schools/school-of-law/pdfs/denied-accessible.pdf

2. Allows eligible survivors to submit a formal “Statement of Economic Abuse” using a model
form, supported by documentation (e.g., police reports, protection orders, ID theft reports) to
creditors, debt collectors, or credit reporting agencies.

3. Triggers a mandatory pause in debt collection efforts for the identified debts once the
Statement is filed, providing immediate financial relief.

4. Requires creditors to submit a request to the credit reporting agencies to remove the coerced
debt, safeguarding survivors’ credit scores.

5. Allows courts to issue injunctions, declaratory judgments, and debt discharge orders, tailored
to each survivor’s situation.

6. Establishes a legal claim for survivors to seek damages, attorney’s fees, and court costs
against debt collectors or creditors who ignore protections.

7. Incorporates safety measures to protect survivors due to risk of abuser retaliation by:

Providing confidentiality protections;
Enabling protective orders; and
Offering judicial discretion to reduce risk and support recovery.

The bill fills a critical gap; existing consumer protection laws do not address debts incurred
through abuse, manipulation, or coercion.The provisions in this bill collectively:

Empower survivors to quickly stop financially abusive practices;
Restore their credit and legal standing;

Offer legal recourse against bad actors; and

Protect survivors from harm during enforcement.

The National Landscape: What States Have Done

Several other states have passed laws similar to this bill. Maine, for example, has had
protections similar to those proposed in this bill in place since 2020. The result has been a
decrease in debt collection actions for coerced debt. Debt collectors dismiss actions when they
are provided evidence of abuse and that the debt was coerced, enabling victims of coerced debt
to gain a fresh start financially.

Following is a chart of some of the other states that have passed protections against coerced
debt.

Sample of States that have passed protections for victims of coerced debt

State Enacted Law & Focus Key Protections
Date




Maine M.G.L.Chap. 407 Broad Debt collectors/credit
(2020) economic agencies must halt upon
abuse documentation
Texas Tex. Bus. & Com. Coerced Updated definition of ID
Code debt theft to include coercion
§521.051(a-1)
(2021)
Minn. Stat. Coerced Expands protections
Minnesota §§ 332.71-332.74  debt against coerced debt and
(2025) broader economic abuse
. Chapter 697, Collection banned; credit
Connecticut . . 649 Economic  entries removed
through 36a-651  apuse &
(2025) coerced
debt
New York N.Y. Gen. Bus. Coerced Survivors protected from
Law §§604-aato debt liability

604-cc (2025)

Final Recommendation

We respectfully urge the committee to advance H1694/ S1147 — An Act Providing Civil
Legal Remedies for Victims of Economic Abuse to protect survivors of coerced debt.

Passing this bill will offer meaningful, tangible relief to those who have already suffered the
harms of abuse—and ensure Massachusetts does not let financial institutions become tools of
coercion. Thank you for your leadership and your time.

Respecitfully,
Andrea Bopp Stark

Senior Attorney
National Consumer Law Center
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