Regenerating Market Attachments: Consumer Credit Debt Collection AND THE CAPTURE OF AFFECT

Joe Deville
Drawing together insights from key figures in the collections industry and observation at one of the UK’s largest debt purchasers, this paper opens-up the socio-material mechanisms of ‘market attachment’ through which, drawing on Franck Cochoy, the potential ‘captation’ of the defaulting consumer credit debtor occurs. It begins by setting out the analytical deficits in the contemporary analysis of consumer debt collection practices, before tracing the industry’s responses to the particular problematic of consumer collections. It focuses on the role played by the ‘capture of affect’ in collections processes, building on existing work exploring socio-economic objects that may be described as ‘non-representational’. A richer understanding of the relationship between markets and the body is thus brought to Actor-Network Theory influenced studies of processes of ‘economization’. It follows the debtor’s progress along collections ‘trajectories’, exploring different not necessarily compatible modes of captation being deployed by collectors attempting to enact defaulters as repayers, ranging from the quasi-therapeutic to the disciplinary. It concludes by examining the increasing role for performative forms of in vitro and in vivo experimentation being deployed in the collections process, through the use of econometric modelling techniques. Both the debtor’s past and their actions as they move through the present are shown to provide the empirical grounding for a process of repeated affective ‘testing’, aimed at discovering—and profiting from—minute variations in debtor dispositions. 
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In collections, it’s not what you say, it’s how you say it. Boost your returns by improving relationships. 
Experian Data Analytics, Twitter post 2009()

The question of how markets gain the attention of consumers and draw them into spaces, practices and habits of consumption has been given renewed impetus within economic sociology. Drawing resources from Actor-Network Theory [ANT], attention has been directed towards the relationships, mediated by ‘market devices’, that shape the competition not only between producers, but also between producers and consumers 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(see for example Çalışkan & Callon 2010; Callon, Méadel, & Rabeharisoa 2002; Callon & Muniesa 2005)
. Seeing this relationship as provisional, mutually constituted, recursive, and historically specific, this work has sought to examine both how producers and consumers are made and related, but also how such categories may blur or fragment. Consumer focused work drawing on these and related insights has included attention to the relationships between retail/producer technologies and modes of personhood du Gay 2007(; Langley 2008a)
, the equipping of consumer calculation 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Cochoy 2009; Mallard 2007; Mcfall 2009, 2010)
, the relationship between domestic space and (certain domains of) the market 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Hand & Shove 2007; Marres 2009; Shove 2003)
, and the sociotechnical work of marketing and branding 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Cochoy 1998; Lury 2004, 2009; Moor 2007; Slater 2002)
. 
However, little attention has been paid to those market assemblages where these relationships occur not at the site of entreaty and (what is formatted as) voluntary engagement, but (what is formatted as) ‘obligation’.
 Here, I propose that there is room within the ANT-influenced ‘economization’ programme Çalışkan & Callon 2009(see , 2010)
, for a richer understanding of the intersection between markets and action which stems from and is directed towards and mediated by the body’.
I suggest that describing these market relationships as ‘attachments’ is particularly productive. There has been an increasing tendency to talk about the formatting of customer/producer relationships in terms of attachments Callon et al. 2002(; Callon & Muniesa 2005)
. What this often misses is how these processes rely on—and can potentially transform—the intimate spaces between market actors.
 Here, there is room to bring to the study of markets aspects of Antoine Hennion’s exploration of the body as a key empirical site of and for attachments Hennion 2007(; see also: Gomart & Hennion 1999)
. Hennion offers an important steer for studying how bodies and their reactions, emotions, and responses are not contained within corporeal ‘vessels’, but are effects distributed across a range of sites, socio-technical apparatuses and, as I will show, markets. 
Before proceeding, it is worth noting the empirical deficit which continues to characterise analysis of consumer debt default and collections. Recent studies have opened up consumer credit as an important object of study 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(including: Burton, Knights, Leyshon, Alferoff, & Signoretta 2004; Jeacle & Walsh 2002; Guseva & Rona-Tas 2001; Langley 2008a, 2008b; Leyshon & Thrift 1999; Marron 2009; Poon 2007; Wainwright 2009)
. However, the devices that sit ready to be deployed against debtors that do not meet the terms of their credit agreement have often escaped scrutiny. The most in-depth sociological treatment of consumer debt collection remains Paul Rock’s 1973()
 Making People Pay, focusing on UK credit default in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Contemporary insights largely have to be sought through social policy and management studies, which nonetheless tend to focus on the drivers of default and pay only cursory attention to collection (see Disney et al 2008()
; Finney et al 2007()
; Kempson 2002()
; important exceptions include Burton 2008, p. 109-127()
; Credit Management Research Centre 2008()
; Poon forthcoming()
).
 This neglect is all the more striking in the context of recent transformations in the scope and sophistication of the collections industry and its practices, as I will outline. 

This paper responds to these conceptual and empirical elisions, by exploring how the contemporary debt collections industry tries to keep debtors attached to their debts and to generate value from these attachments. In so doing, it examines attachments that operate, in part, through ‘affective’ modes of social action. Its central object is the UK debt collections industry, drawing on insights from a period spent observing ‘Beta’, one of the country’s most profitable collections companies, as well as insights from industry spokespersons and literature.
 This is introduced by an overview of some of the most important changes in the industry, to open up its core problematic: how to regenerate consumer credit market attachments. 

Captation and capture: The problem of attachment

The story of the huge growth in consumer credit lending and its increasingly central place in the economies of many countries is now familiar to many. Less well known, is the corresponding ubiquity of consumer credit default. Here, the case of the UK is revealing. From 1994 to 2005 consumer credit write-off rates (the total amount of consumer credit written-off by banks as a percentage of the loans outstanding) hold more or less steady, varying between 2% and 3% (figure 1). When seen in light of the overall increase in the volume consumer credit borrowing (figure 2), this steady rate points to a corresponding increase in the volume of debt that is routinely being written-off, likely because it has been deemed unrecoverable. If consumer credit lending becomes increasingly ubiquitous over this period, then so too, albeit on a smaller scale, does consumer credit default. More recently, write-off rates have accelerated, even before the curtailment of consumer credit lending in 2009. As the Bank of England notes, whereas mortgage write-off rates have remained relatively stable since the 1990s, this reflects a long term increase in the amount of defaulting consumer credit debts. This is an increase that began to become normalised prior to the economic downturn Bank of England 2010a, p. 10()
. 
Figure 1. Write-off rates on UK consumer credit lending, 1995 – 2009, by quarter
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Figure 2. Total UK consumer credit lending, 1995 – 2009, by year
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On the one hand these trends need to be seen as related to the diverse, long term set of processes that eventually combined into a constructed ‘moment’ of economic crisis, involving the mediated relationships between an array of credit instruments. On the other, consumer credit default (as opposed to secured or ‘sovereign’ credit default) is rarely talked about as a major actor in accounts of the ongoing global economic turmoil. Nonetheless, as these figures show, it had relevance as a more personal crisis in the lives of an increasing number of borrowers for some time before the credit crisis went global – and it continues to do so. 

These figures also provide the backdrop to a recurring theme amongst industry interviewees: the relationship between an increasing volume of debt default and the increasing importance of the collections industry to creditors. As Richard, a collections agency manager recalls, 

[I]f you go back a few years, and certainly longer than when I joined [Alpha Agency] in 2000, [collections] was the back end of the process. The accounts had been 100% provided for, and therefore they passed them out to the highest bidder, and if they got some cash back, hooray, bonus.

‘Then’, creditors were more or less able to maintain healthy balance sheets without the collection industry’s contribution, because of the profits being generated from their lending operations; the volume of ‘bad’ debt was by current standards, low. It could be written off (‘100% provided for’), without impacting overly on profitability. ‘Now’, with the volume of defaulting debt being further accelerated by the downturn, creditors were focusing ever more on collections. As Andrew, a credit reference agency sales director put it, ‘the focus was always on lending. Now the focus is on collections and people are running very fast to do what they do better. But they’ve got 20 years to catch up, in a very short space of time’. 

This paper centres on the operations of one of the UK’s largest debt purchasers. These are a relatively new type of collections company that, drawing on a US model, have come to occupy an increasingly large share of the UK market since the late-1990s 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Braddock & Wordsworth 2006, p. 22; Credit Management Research Centre 2008; Maynard 2008)
. Previously, if a creditor wanted to pass out a debt for collection, there was only one principal option: to use a ‘contingency agency’―often simply referred to as a DCA [Debt Collection Agency]. These collect on commission, taking a percentage share of every debt recovered. Debt purchasers, however, acquire ‘bad’ debt portfolios (thus becoming the new creditor) with the intention of either: (a) themselves sending these out to DCAs, often after having undertaken econometric statistical analysis of which accounts are more likely to generate a return; or (b) ‘working’ these accounts themselves (as in the case of Beta, below). 

Whether debt purchaser or DCA, both share one key feature, which, in part, defines the problematic of contemporary debt collections: both, in different ways, and in common with other financial services, rely on making, managing, and motivating contact remotely. For, in a UK context, contrary to popular beliefs, it is unlikely that defaulting on unsecured loans will quickly result in home visits from collectors. Despite frequent threats, litigation will often be avoided for as long as possible, especially if the outstanding balance is low CMRC, 2008, p. 109()
. As a result, it is the more mundane letter and phonecall that are the principal avenues through which collectors attempt to secure repayment. 

This problematic is also connected to the competition between collectors. It is common for defaulting consumer credit debtors to owe money to multiple creditors. In 2009, for example, clients at one major UK consumer debt advice charity owed money to, on average, 6.1 different creditors Consumer Credit Counselling Service 2010()
. The collections market thus plays out not in the attempt to attract new customers, but to convince existing debtors to pay you over others, for as small an outlay as possible. This market problem can be summed up as follows: how to (re)generate value from consumer credit assets (existing market attachments), from non-paying individuals with constrained financial resources, when legal instruments are insufficient or too costly, where multiple other collectors are engaging in similar petitions, while relying on ostensibly mundane technologies of mass contact. 

If this problematic is viewed as one of ‘market attachment’, then analyzing it can be considered, after Franck Cochoy, as following the work of ‘captation’: 

[I]t is a matter of studying the actants and the dispositifs (devices) which allow the opposite poles of the organization and the market, the institution and public space to be brought together, and of trying to understand their modes of articulation. We aim to show how and by what means a regulated context, dominated by management or administrative procedures, attempts to exert a hold on these less understood, more fleeting, more fluid, collectivities that we know as citizens, users, electors, buyers, consumers, clients Cochoy & Grandclément 2005()
. To do this, we shall focus upon … the ‘captation of the public’. By captation (a French word which has no satisfactory English equivalent), we mean the ensemble of the operations which try to exert a hold over, or attract to oneself, or retain those one has attracted. Cochoy 2007, p. 204()

In many respects, this fits the pursuit of collection practices well, speaking to the problems that the collector faces in attempting to encircle debtors. This includes the work of securing and retaining debtors: assembling relevant devices in and around the (life of the) debtor, to bind them to you over others. It also involves organisational procedure (management, recruitment, training, administration, infrastructure, and so forth). And it speaks to the difficulty of this work: the defaulting debtor is fleeting, variable, and difficult to understand: as a recent analysis of the top 383 collections companies in the UK shows, in 2008-2009, 26% made a pretax loss Plimsoll Analysis 2009, p. 3.2b()
. Some are clearly better at this work of ‘captation’ than others. 

But there is an aspect of market relations that is only at the margins of Cochoy’s account: what can be termed ‘the capture of affect’ Massumi 2002()
. Focusing on affect in this way directs attention to how one market actor (here the creditor, more generically a ‘producer’) attempts to establish or reshape the relationship between themselves and another market actor (here the debtor, more generically, the ‘consumer’), by intersecting with and directing the latter’s emergent and distributed ‘body-in-everyday-life’ Michael 2006, p. 44()
. Considering the affective dimensions of experience is to account for the ontological openness of the body in relation to its environment—in this case, including the market. Here there are clear links to Hennion’s 2007()
 work—mentioned earlier. Hennion’s account of the way attachments between experiences, things, and bodies are made and formatted can be seen as a bridge between a pragmatist, ANT-type approach and work that places affect centre stage. In his accounts, actors are shown to be routinely developing what might be called an everyday, experimental metaphysics of action see: Latour 1999()
 to account for that which pushes at the limits of linguistic description. In this paper, however, I suggest that this experimentation is undertaken not only by actors themselves, but also by others. 

It is important at this point to recognise the long-standing interest in the intersection between forms of bodily and economic control, as articulated via Michel Foucault. In looking at the debt collection industry’s management of a population of debtors, there are resonances with Foucault’s later analysis of biopolitics as the object of governmentality 1981(, 2008)
. Foucault identifies a shift away from an attention to the body as a site of individualised discipline and towards the larger scale biopolitical management of the populace.
 Following Deleuze, this is the difference between administering and controlling ‘a particular body and a particular population’ 1999 [1988], p. 61()
. However, a Foucauldian framework has its limitations. As Mol 2002, p. 61-71()
 argues, what it obscures are the intricacies of bodily enactment, in this case the messy ‘corporeal materialities’ of debt default see Mcfall 2009, p. 53()
. Mol moves away from the hunt for the instantiation of either an ‘order’ or ‘orders’ and towards tracing not necessarily compatible, and not necessarily successful ‘modes of ordering’. This means both a renewed focus on the particular quality of the connections between entities, and on being open to the multiple ways they are enacted (or not). This is not a repudiation of Foucault, but an attempt to render some of his terms less totalising see also Dányi 2011, p. 15-16()
. 

In accounting for the socio-economic role played by ‘affective’ relations, the paper also looks towards work exploring socio-economic objects that may be described as ‘non-representational’. It means paying attention to human action that may often not have a clear-cut relationship to human perception, understanding, or consciousness see Clough 2009()
. Related work includes, for instance, Celia Lury’s exploration of the brand as an experimental assemblage of ‘intensive topological possibilities’ 2009, p. 78()
, and Nigel Thrift’s 2007()
 analysis of a new mode of non-representational capitalist commoditisation. Thrift writes, for instance, that 

increasingly, commodities are thought of as interfaces that can be actively engineered across a series of sensory registers in order to produce positive affective responses in consumers. Thrift 2007, p. 39()

And that, as he puts it, a ‘new version of efficacy’ 2007, p. 50()
 is ‘gradually being foregrounded’ 2007, p. 49()
 in which

what is being attempted is to continuously conjure up experiences which draw customers to commodities by engaging their own passions and enthusiasms, set within a frame which can deliver on those passions and enthusiasms, both by producing goods that resonate and by making those goods open to potential recasting Thrift 2007, p. 50()

These extracts do partially capture the character of some of the socio-economic intersections between defaulter and collector. However, given the problematics of collection, the challenge for collectors is less to ‘draw’ the debtor towards them, as to ‘renew’ customers’ relationship to their commodities. At stake, for both collectors and defaulters, is not the simple presence and absence of (credit) attachments, but the quality of these attachments: for both parties, this operates around whether they are able to reshape existing attachments between debt and creditor to their advantage. Further, the reference to the production of ‘positive’ affect is not inappropriate (even if ‘enthusiasms’ is): there is always potential for the collector to stimulate positive affective responses if it can provide the debtor with some form of resolution (relief or gratefulness, for example). However, as will be demonstrated, at the same time debt collection practices also incorporate the frequent stimulation of ‘negative’ affective responses. And finally, while—as we will see—the harnessing of debtor databases and the tailoring of communications strategies accordingly has some significant overlap with Thrift’s attention to dynamic product ‘recasting’, I prefer to avoid claiming that contemporary debt collection cleanly fits with a ‘new’ or different epistemic regime. On the one hand, the form and much of the relevance of Thrift’s argument remains. On the other, given the changes necessary for this argument to map onto the world of debt collection, this is at least a peculiarly inverted case of the operations he describes. As a way of opening up these peculiarities, we now move on to the work being undertaken by Beta. 

 ‘Green’ and ‘Red’ teams: A view into a collections trajectory

Beta is a debt purchaser that largely ‘works’ accounts itself, rather than passing them out to others. Given that it usually seeks to collect on an account until some form of resolution is achieved―this can take years―what a view into Beta offers, is a view into the management of what I call individual collections ‘trajectories’, more or less in their entirety. To maintain Beta’s anonymity, some ambiguity in the description of its operations is necessary. Suffice it to say that Beta divides up its call centre into between four and eight different teams, each responsible for a different ‘stage’ of collections. Broadly, these stages represent the proximity of an account towards either (potential) legal action or being actually or effectively written off.
 This ranges from a team that deals with accounts that Beta has just purchased (the ‘Green’ team), to one (the ‘Red’ team) that deals with accounts that are told that they are on the cusp of being passed to Beta’s lawyers (although, there are a number of circumstances in which this threat is not acted upon; there is not room to explore these here). In-between these sit a number of other teams, including one whose role is to ensure the successful management of accounts that are repaying. 

These teams are laid out in more or less linear fashion, with the Green team towards one end of the long call centre, the Red team at the other, and the rest in-between. Newer accounts tend to be at one end and older accounts at the other (although it is not always so simple, as will be examined). Just looking at the call centre therefore provides a simple spatial overview of the temporal trajectory that defaulting debtors at Beta might follow. 

This layout also broadly matches the mode of communicative interaction to which defaulters are potentially subject. Those further away from potential legal action (closest to ‘Green’), tend to be dealt with more ‘gently’ and those closest to Red, more ‘firmly’—a difference of ‘carrots’ and ‘sticks’, as one collector characterised it. This is a variation in (potential) ‘affective intensity’. Compare the following extracts from collections conversations at Beta, ranging from earlier in the collections process...

“…you’re in a really good position to get a massive discount on your outstanding balance…”

“…obviously I understand, it’s a recession at the moment…”

“…I do appreciate your circumstances…”

... to later: 

“…as you can imagine, the situation with this account is now quite serious…”

 “…your account has got to quite a serious point in our debt collections process…”

 “…you need to understand that this needs to be resolved and you’re not cooperating with us…”

 “…obviously, this has come on to the final stage―[this needs to be resolved], otherwise it will go to an external agent, or our litigation agency…”
These are different modes of captation. At one end of the spectrum, the debtor is framed as someone with whom the collector can collaborate in the restoration of their attachment to their debt; the debtor is ‘sold’ to, being tempted into clearing their balance at a discounted rate. This mode of attention can as err towards the therapeutic: debtors are ‘understood’ and listening can be attentive and uncritical. It is a mode which a sign hanging over the collections centre presumably refers, simply stating the word ‘EMPATHY’. Here the debtor does resemble the subject of neoliberal forms of governance, as described by post-Foucauldian governmentality studies 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(for example Barry, Osborne, & Rose 1996; Burchill, Gordon, & Miller 1991; Gordon 1991; in relation to consumer credit, see Langley 2008a; Marron 2009)
. S/he is more likely to be engaged with at the level of rational, intersubjective discourse, to be understood as retaining a capacity for self-governance, even if this is latent and has to be given a quasi-therapeutic push. The obligations a debtor has to their debts are reframed as moral and self-interested responsibilities. 

At the other end of the spectrum the modes of captation become far more disciplinary, what Rock describes as ‘a progress into controlled unpleasantness’ 1973, p. 65()
. The mode of address are far more explicitly directed at the relationships of legal, enforceable obligation that construct this market attachment. Here too, there are clear attempts to capture any negative affective responses that might already be circulating in and through the debtor’s world (potentially stimulated by prior incursions from collections technologies). However, rather than using them as a way of potentially transforming the debtor into a responsible economic citizen, the strategies of captation move closer towards seeing the debtor as an embodied subject of discipline. More important than activating a self-governing subject is the to impose the collector’s account of what that debtor’s situation is, exemplified by collectors instructing the debtor as to what they ‘need to understand’. The debtor is less to be reasoned with or understood, and more to be made to feel more fearful of their present situation and future consequences. 

The attempts to enact debtors as repayers are not, however, limited to the content of conversations: across the collections industry, these can be seeing being operationalised in a range of ways (including via collections letters Deville 2010()
). One increasingly important tool is the increasing turn to the econometric analysis of debtor behaviour, by both debt purchasers and creditors, the latter in their internal collections departments.
 Data for this analysis can stem from, and combine, two principal sources. The first is information that has already been collected by a creditor. 
 The second is so-called ‘white data’. This is detailed information on individual accounts shared by creditors to credit reference agencies. It includes not only the payment performance history of the account in question, but data across all those accounts that report to the particular ‘user group’ to which they subscribe. 
As noted, econometric analysis is often used to help debt purchasers price debt portfolios (although their use of white data in this regard is currently restricted see Tessera 2010()
). But an additional usage is, by looking at the past performance of accounts, to identify what Daniel—an industry consultant at a major UK credit reference agency—referred to as the ‘low hanging fruit’ for particular attention. These are debtors with the ability to repay, who have in the past shown signs of being the kind of people that are more likely to repay and/or the kind of people likely to repay more (than others in an otherwise similar situation). These are the emergent, affective spaces of possibility, operating as corporeal tendencies formed out of particular combinations of life history and lived body, that, for the collector that can both identify and connect to them, offers a major competitive advantage. (This is a question of degree: less attractive targets are not ignored, but may be paid less attention). 
The collector seeks that person who, when confronted by a collections prompt, is simply marginally more likely than someone otherwise (seemingly) very similar to them, to respond (more) positively. The variables predicting this could be manifold, varying according to the debt portfolio. As Daniel puts it: 

What we would do is take a sample and look at the variables that are appropriate type of predictors. […] you’ve [successfully] collected [from] this person [and] you didn’t [successfully] collect from this person. And you’d look at the variables that predict [that]. And it could be a range of 3000 different variables. So it could be ‘Balance to Limit’ [the ratio of the account balance to the credit limit], it could be ‘Pays by Direct Debit’, it could be ‘Has CCJ’ [County Court Judgement]. It could be lots and lots of different variables.

In other words, the variable does not particularly matter (to the collector). After feeding in as much data as possible, those variables that emerge as most predictive are those on which an analyst will suggest selections and decisions should be based. 

There are parallels that can be drawn between this use of econometric modelling and the calculus that surrounds processes of brand management, as described by Lury 2004()
. Here, she writes, the econometric analysis of consumer behaviour operates within the marginal differences between preferences: ‘[t]here is no necessary proportionality between causes and effects here; instead an economic calculus (or rationality) of statistical probability is at work’ 2004, p. 50; original emphasis()
. Here, these technologies exploit the affective, emergent dimensions of human experience: in and through the amplification of minute embodied tendencies, it becomes possible to focus on defaulters who should have more money invested in them, in the hope of a return. This potentially means being targeted first (potentially ahead of other collectors) and more intensively (for example more letters, more phonecalls). 

One consequence of this, however, is to generate a seemingly perverse politics of debt collection: pointing the collector towards those who respond most readily to the collector’s prompts also means pointing the collector away from those who respond the least readily. This logic is made explicit in the following extract, transcribed from a US collections industry online collections ‘webinar’: 

I’m going to pay more attention to those accounts that are most likely to pay me. I’m going to spend less time on those accounts least likely [to pay] unless [I have resources]. […] You wouldn’t want to be inundating yourself with extra mailings, or [tracing] accounts that aren’t looking to pay you a lot of money, or aren’t looking to pay you. Banasiak 2009, p. 16:40-17:20()

Those whose past financial history marks them out as potentially more resistant/elusive/destitute/stubborn than others in an otherwise similar position may be subject to less intensive collection practices. From the collector’s point of view, it is simply not worth wasting money on them. The result is to implicitly work against the neoliberal idealisation of the self-governing economic citizen, able to derive profit from the careful management of their personal finances and financial history. Yet here it is these debtors who are more likely to be subject to the (more intensive) attention of the collector. Meanwhile debtors who have ostensibly failed to enact themselves as responsible economic citizens are (more likely to be) left alone, being, from the point of view of the collector, ‘rewarded’ for their (non-normative) past behaviour.
 The point is not whether contemporary debt collection practices fit within an overarching discursive framework or not – biopolitical or otherwise – but instead to direct attention towards the pragmatism of and potential contradictions within these practices. These are modes of captation steadfastly and mathematically directed at what works. As such, coherent modes of ordering themselves become vulnerable to the ‘disruptions and translation errors’ that Knox et al. indentify in the world of Customer Relationship Management, ‘as the ‘real’ gets processed through the digital’ Knox, Vurdubakis, O’Doherty, & Westrup 2010, p. 353()
. Moreover, it is highly unlikely that the debtor will see or understand any of this. Being isolated and individuated, the defaulting debtor may, within relatively quick succession, be addressed as both responsible and deviant, without any clear logic or proportionality between these different modes of address being rendered comprehensible. Further, these contradictory and potentially bewildering effects will be amplified if a defaulter has to deal simultaneously with multiple different creditors, as is often the case (as outlined above). 
The use of such technologies can not only shape who is targeted, but also how. Figure 3 shows potential paths along which a debtor might progress, mirroring similar industry visualisations.
 It is divided into ‘stages’: each begins with an action; the debtor progresses if s/he does not respond in a way deemed to be ‘acceptable’―usually involving either repaying an agreed amount of the debt, or setting up a future payment arrangement. Each is also marked by a time frame, here a uniform ten days, indicating the amount of time they will be allowed to respond before being advanced to the next stage (and the next action). 

The most frequent action here is the issue of automatically generated letters, varying by forcefulness: ‘gentle’, ‘medium’ and ‘hard’. If a debtor’s phone number is available, this is followed up by placing debtors ‘into the dialler’―the queue of calls allocated to the automatic telephone dialler in that period. This is an attempt to maximise the impact of letters, by talking directly to debtors if possible. 

In many respects, the flowchart mirrors the organisation of the call centre in line with the trajectory of ‘controlled unpleasantness’. Again affective intensity is variably and strategically deployed, with ‘time passed’ (without resolution from/contact with the debtor) being its key axis. Debtors can also leapfrog ‘softer’ teams if, by some measure, their account is identified as more serious. Here, for instance, after three unsuccessful letters the collector undertakes a CCJ [County Court Judgement] check, moving those that are flagged as ‘positive’ (that have already had a legal judgement successfully enforced against them by another creditor) straight to the ‘hardest’ ‘Red’ team.

It is, however, the introduction of econometric calculus that provides the collector with more nuanced options. After the initial letter, actions vary according to a measure of the debtor’s overall ‘status’. This assessment is a result of the analysis of their account and attempts to capture both the likelihood of a positive response and the potential income that is at stake. This enables the collector to act pre-emptively. If the initial letter is unsuccessful, the individualised assessment of debtor status allows the collector to decide precisely how they are to be dealt with. This includes 

Figure 3. ‘Green Team’ collections flow chart


[image: image3]

trying to decide quickly which debtors will have to be moved closer to (potential) legal action.  

 The relationships that this flowchart visualises can thus be summarised as individually enacted practices of: (1) deploying socio-material technologies of contact (letters and phone calls) into debtors’ homes; (2) channelling debtors along different paths by both (a) reacting to the debtors actions/inactions over time and (b) grouping debtors by knowledge about their past actions, notably via econometric scoring but also by drawing on other external datasets; (3) undertaking all this in relation to a strategically deployed hierarchy of affective intensity. To be a debtor that passes along this flowchart is thus to be subject to forms of performative in vitro and in vivo experimentation 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Çalışkan & Callon 2010, p. 19; see also Callon 1998; Callon & Muniesa 2005; Lury 2004; Mcfall 2009; Thrift 2007)
. Both the debtor’s past and their actions as they move through the present provide the empirical grounding for a process of repeated affective ‘testing’, aimed at discovering what kind of debtor they are—or, more precisely, what kind of debtor ‘dispositions’ they have Cochoy 2007()
. 

Conclusion

The segmentation of collections teams according to the seriousness of debts, the changes in tone of the collections calls within these teams, and the use of carefully constructed collections trajectories: all point to how attachments may be secured through the management of emergent, corporeal tendencies. The emergent, anxious states of debtors offer the collector affordances that they can seek to exploit, via processes of ‘affective captation’. Such processes are not inadvertent, but can be deeply cut-through with strategy and calculations of profitability. These are attempts at the strategic ‘engineering of affect’ Thrift 2007, p. 182()
. Of course these practices depend on combining technologies of mass contact with call centre personnel capable of increasing the income received. However this is increasingly being combined as part of collections trajectories in which debtors’ emergent embodied states form part of a managed process of collections. 

Moreover, consumer debt collection stands as an example of a form of market-making that does so not simply operate by obtaining and acting on information about potential customers (here: repayers), but also by seeking to transform their world Callon & Muniesa 2005, p. 1234()
. This is a market metaphysics in which the reality of market actors is not only subject to experimentation, but also differentially and iteratively “transformed” and “disclosed” Stengers 2005, p. 42()
. In the case of debt collection, however, it is less a form of market attachment that is ‘constantly threatened’ Callon et al. 2002, p. 205()
 than the attempt to enliven the existing attachments. In so doing, variably successful attempts are made to (re)enact the debtor as an economic agent, ranging from being treated as a customer with agency, to being treated almost wholly through their relationships of legal, enforceable obligation. This can be seen as the attempt to constitute the debtor according to a spectrum of not necessarily compatible modes of captation, articulated according to a logic which remains invisible to the defaulter.  
To close, it is also worth noting that in this strategic capture of affect, the collector is able to work more or less successfully within regulatory constraints. This is not to deny the existence of practices that break these constraints Office of Fair Trading 2009a, p. 1(see, for example: ; 2009b)
, but to highlight how econometric, experimental analysis is being used to point the collector to new modes of connecting with the debtor. Rather than the efficacy of collections organisations operating around those procedures that can deliver the strongest threats to the debtor, increasingly, their efficacy operates around their ability to be adaptive. That means not only being able to identify those which will respond to threats and entreaties most readily, but to adapt the organisation of debt collection practices to the debtor’s dispositional tendencies. This is not only the formatting by the collector of the debtor’s world, but also the mutual, iterative adjustment of the collector to the debtor’s world.
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NOTES


� I employ the imperfect translation ‘assemblage’, rather than ‘agencement’. This distinction and the opportunities afforded by both terms are discussed extensively elsewhere � ADDIN EN.CITE � ADDIN EN.CITE.DATA ���(see � HYPERLINK \l "_ENREF_13" \o "Callon, 2005 #236" ��Callon 2005�; � HYPERLINK \l "_ENREF_49" \o "Lury, 2009 #403" ��Lury 2009�; � HYPERLINK \l "_ENREF_55" \o "Mcfall, 2009 #318" ��Mcfall 2009�)�. 


� See Viviana Zelizer � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite ExcludeAuth="1"><Author>Zelizer</Author><Year>2001</Year><RecNum>397</RecNum><DisplayText>(2001)</DisplayText><record><rec-number>397</rec-number><foreign-keys><key app="EN" db-id="epxd9295d0vvtvext57pzdadffeadzzrrsta">397</key></foreign-keys><ref-type name="Book">6</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Zelizer, Viviana</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>The purchase of intimacy</title></titles><dates><year>2001</year></dates><pub-location>Princeton and Oxford</pub-location><publisher>Princeton University Press</publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�(� HYPERLINK \l "_ENREF_76" \o "Zelizer, 2001 #397" ��2001�)� for a productive exploration of the intersections between economy and intimacy. 


� There is also a related literature on consumer bankruptcy and secured lending default and foreclosure, which, for sake of brevity, will not be examined here � ADDIN EN.CITE � ADDIN EN.CITE.DATA ���(for example � HYPERLINK \l "_ENREF_1" \o "Aalbers, 2008 #297" ��Aalbers 2008�; � HYPERLINK \l "_ENREF_8" \o "Burton, 2008 #584" ��Burton 2008, p. 118-121�; � HYPERLINK \l "_ENREF_39" \o "Immergluck, 2009 #603" ��Immergluck 2009�; � HYPERLINK \l "_ENREF_45" \o "Langley, 2009 #600" ��Langley 2009�; � HYPERLINK \l "_ENREF_68" \o "Rugh, 2010 #601" ��Rugh & Massey 2010�; � HYPERLINK \l "_ENREF_72" \o "Sullivan, 1999 #604" ��Sullivan, Warren, & Westbrook 1999�)�.


� This consisted of two 12 hour periods of observation, complemented by similar visits to two other major UK collections agencies and interviews with a range of industry figures. Further research has been undertaken with debtors, including a series of interviews conducted in 2009. The analysis of this is presented elsewhere � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Deville</Author><Year>2010</Year><RecNum>752</RecNum><DisplayText>(Deville 2010)</DisplayText><record><rec-number>752</rec-number><foreign-keys><key app="EN" db-id="epxd9295d0vvtvext57pzdadffeadzzrrsta">752</key></foreign-keys><ref-type name="Thesis">32</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Deville, Joe</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>The landscape of consumer credit default: Tracing technologies of market attachment</title><secondary-title>Sociology</secondary-title></titles><dates><year>2010</year></dates><pub-location>London</pub-location><publisher>Goldsmiths, University of London</publisher><work-type>PhD</work-type><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�(� HYPERLINK \l "_ENREF_25" \o "Deville, 2010 #752" ��Deville 2010�)�.


� Non-seasonally adjusted write-off rate on consumer lending by UK monetary financial institutions to individuals. Bank of England calculations.


� Total consumer credit amounts outstanding, seasonally adjusted. 


� For work drawing on this post-Foucauldian heritage, exploring the management of populations using analogous database driven techniques, see for example Dodge and Kitchen � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite ExcludeAuth="1"><Author>Dodge</Author><Year>2005</Year><RecNum>770</RecNum><DisplayText>(2005)</DisplayText><record><rec-number>770</rec-number><foreign-keys><key app="EN" db-id="epxd9295d0vvtvext57pzdadffeadzzrrsta">770</key></foreign-keys><ref-type name="Journal Article">17</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Dodge, Martin</author><author>Kitchen, Rob</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Codes of life: Identification codes and the machine-readable world</title><secondary-title>Environment and Planning D: Society and Space</secondary-title></titles><periodical><full-title>Environment and Planning D: Society and Space</full-title></periodical><pages>851–881</pages><volume>23</volume><number>6</number><dates><year>2005</year></dates><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�(� HYPERLINK \l "_ENREF_27" \o "Dodge, 2005 #770" ��2005�)�, Elmer � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite ExcludeAuth="1"><Author>Elmer</Author><Year>2004</Year><RecNum>772</RecNum><DisplayText>(2004)</DisplayText><record><rec-number>772</rec-number><foreign-keys><key app="EN" db-id="epxd9295d0vvtvext57pzdadffeadzzrrsta">772</key></foreign-keys><ref-type name="Book">6</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Elmer, Greg</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Profiling machines: Mapping the personal information economy</title></titles><dates><year>2004</year></dates><pub-location>Cambridge, MA</pub-location><publisher>MIT Press</publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�(� HYPERLINK \l "_ENREF_29" \o "Elmer, 2004 #772" ��2004�)�, Rose-Redwood � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite ExcludeAuth="1"><Author>Rose-Redwood</Author><Year>2006</Year><RecNum>769</RecNum><DisplayText>(2006)</DisplayText><record><rec-number>769</rec-number><foreign-keys><key app="EN" db-id="epxd9295d0vvtvext57pzdadffeadzzrrsta">769</key></foreign-keys><ref-type name="Journal Article">17</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Rose-Redwood, Reuben S. </author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Governmentality, geography, and the geo-coded world</title><secondary-title>Progress in Human Geography</secondary-title></titles><periodical><full-title>Progress in Human Geography</full-title></periodical><pages>469-486</pages><volume>30</volume><number>4</number><dates><year>2006</year></dates><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�(� HYPERLINK \l "_ENREF_67" \o "Rose-Redwood, 2006 #769" ��2006�)�, Zwick and Denegri-Knott � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite ExcludeAuth="1"><Author>Zwick</Author><Year>2009</Year><RecNum>771</RecNum><DisplayText>(2009)</DisplayText><record><rec-number>771</rec-number><foreign-keys><key app="EN" db-id="epxd9295d0vvtvext57pzdadffeadzzrrsta">771</key></foreign-keys><ref-type name="Journal Article">17</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Zwick, Detlev</author><author> Denegri Knott, Janice</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Manufacturing customers: The database as new means of production</title><secondary-title>Journal of Consumer Culture</secondary-title></titles><periodical><full-title>Journal of Consumer Culture</full-title></periodical><pages>221-247</pages><volume>9</volume><number>2</number><dates><year>2009</year></dates><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�(� HYPERLINK \l "_ENREF_77" \o "Zwick, 2009 #771" ��2009�)�. 


� A creditor might effectively ‘park’ a debt that they are having little success with, rather than formally write it off. 


� Interview with Daniel, from a major UK credit reference agency.


� This includes data passed from original creditor to debt purchaser (the new legal creditor) at the point of purchase.


� This is the view from the collector’s perspective. To otherwise use the language of reward here would not be only inappropriate, it would miss the multiple causal factors that lead (put simply) some debtors to be ‘payers’ and some not to be. 


� The sequence, type of events, number of teams at Beta, and their relation to one another, have been amended to maintain company confidentiality. The chart is thus indicative of the principles that can inform collections sequences, not any one company’s practices. 
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