
PUBLISHING AND MARKETING SCAMS 
The majority of publishers are reputable, providing valuable services to many businesses. 
However, a small minority will resort to dishonesty for illicit gains. Rogue publishers can 
make huge sums of money by inducing large numbers of victims to pay for adverts in 
publications that do not exist, or are not what people are led to believe. Although financial 
losses to individual businesses are not usually large, some of the tactics used by rogue 
publishers (particularly when chasing payments) often cause nuisance and, on occasion, 
genuine alarm or distress.

A typical rogue publisher will consist of little more than a 
telesales team armed with a stack of telephone directories 
and other publications containing advertisements. Smaller 
businesses are usually targeted and operatives use 
deliberately misleading patter, that is often carefully scripted, 
to sell advertising space in various types of publications - 
wall planners, diaries, yearbooks, crime prevention or drugs 
awareness booklets, etc. Costs usually range from about 
£100 to £1,000, depending upon the size of advert. 

Sometimes it is claimed the publication is being produced on 
behalf of some reputable or worthy sounding cause, or that 
proceeds will go to charity. In reality, some of these rogue 
publishers produce nothing at all and, although some may 
produce a few token copies of the supposed publication, 
these are not circulated in sufficient numbers, or in the right 
areas, to be of any practical benefit to the advertisers.

Rogue publishers have refined the art of operating in grey 
areas of the law that lie between sharp (but not illegal) 
business practice, and outright criminality. They have 
proliferated because in every telesales team there will be a 
few bright sparks who see how easy it is to make money 
in this way. As one outfit gets closed down, several others 
may spring up as the members move on to set up similar 
operations of their own.

As with most crime, prevention is better than cure. The more 
that people know about such operations, the less likely they 
are to become victims, and the harder it will be for the rogue 
publishers; hopefully to the point where they are put where 
they deserve to be - out of business.

What you can do
Below are some useful information and some actions 
you could consider taking which might prevent you from 
becoming the victim of a publishing scam, or if you believe 
you are already being targeted by a rogue publishing 
company.

Telephone calls
Do not agree to place an advert over the telephone unless 
you are absolutely happy with the publisher with whom 
you are dealing and what you are being offered. Insist on 
seeing written details and a copy of the publisher’s full terms 
and conditions before placing an order. Some victims have 
received a string of calls that have become increasingly 
threatening and abusive. Try to keep a record of such calls - 
time, date, name of caller, and a note of what was said. 

Always know to whom you are speaking. By law, any callers 
should identify themselves and the company from which 
they are calling. Be particularly wary if the initial caller 
transfers you to someone else during the call and always ask 
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the next person you speak to for his/her name, the name of 
the company, in which department he/she works and his/
her contact number. If the person you are speaking to cannot, 
or will not, provide these details, or if he/she becomes 
abusive, end the call straight away. In relation to the recording 
of telephone calls, you may be able to request a copy of the 
recording if it is claimed one of your employees placed a 
definite order during a phone call.

Demand letters 
If you receive demands for payments for something you 
believe you have not ordered, it is well worth taking a few 
minutes to send a written reply, stating clearly why you feel 
you do not owe any money. Always keep a copy for your 
records.

Seizure of goods 
Some victims have been threatened with having their goods 
or belongings seized to pay the alleged debt. The only lawful 
way the publisher can do this is to first obtain an order in the 
county court, instructing you to pay (for which there has 
to be a hearing that you are entitled to attend and defend 
yourself). Then, if you do not pay, the publisher must go back 
to court for a warrant which empowers the holder to seize 
goods to the value of the debt.

Threats of court action 
Victims are known to have received letters which have 
stated, effectively, ‘this is your last chance to pay, attached 
is a summons we have obtained to take you to court if you do 
not pay now.’ The document that accompanied such letters 
was not, in fact, a summons but a copy of the application 

form that must be submitted to a county court to request 
a hearing. Some victims have been limited companies and 
the rogue publisher involved threatened to start insolvency 
proceedings by applying to the courts for a winding up order.

In most cases, the threat was an empty one because such 
proceedings can only be started for debts in excess of 
£750 and the amount owed was less than that. It is useful 
to remember that it would cost the rogue publisher money 
to take you to court, often much more than it claims you 
owe. The rogue publisher will have to prove that you owe the 
money before the court can make a decision against you, and 
you will have the chance to defend yourself. The last thing 
the rogue publisher will want is for its underhand tactics to 
be paraded before a court. Rogue publishers will not spend 
money chasing an illegitimate debt; they are much more likely 
to look for another victim who will pay up without a fuss. Take 
independent legal advice if you are in any doubt.

If you would like any further advice on publisher and 
marketing scams, please contact your Local Counter Fraud 
Specialist. 
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