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Are you on the list for Tim’s Tips? 

You can sign up from this link to receive my tips on collection techniques. The number 

varies, but you may expect about two each month.  

Crass Advertisement:  

What can you find on our website:  

• Books on effective collection techniques 

• The Excuse Terminator Software 

• On-line program to earn certification as a Professional Collector 

• Information about in-house and virtual programs.  

 

 

https://trpaulsen.com/tips-techniques
https://trpaulsen.com/
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A NOTE FROM TIM:   
 

A jungle out there? Well, perhaps not, but it is a tough business. Mix in the economy, 

distrust of financial statements, debtor savvy, world events, our own government rules and 

regulations, top it up with restrictive company policies and then toss in some demands of 

family and friends and…at the time of the publication of this 3rd Edition, COVID-19, you get 

the ideal…we need everything we can to tip the scales in our favour.  

In March of 2001, I began to e-mail ‘tips’ on collection techniques.  It has been a few years 

now and that is a lot of water under the bridge. (If you’ve attended one of my collection 

seminars, you’re likely to remember the specific bridge I’m talking about.) Though I have 

deleted references to programs and other products offered at the time, the rest of the 

material is the same, including some seasonal references.  

Searching for a specific tip? 
Most of the titles are the tips and articles are descriptive. In the index at the back of the 

book, you will discover the means to search for tips based on the situation or technique.   

WARNING:  

It does not matter how often you put on the professional collector’s hat, I believe you will 

find these tips and your spin on them will be helpful in most situations.  

Please keep in mind, no technique works 100% of the time. Each of us will have his or her 

style and it is your responsibility to know legal requirements as well as your company policy 

& procedure. (Just because a technique will work, does not necessarily mean you should 

use it.) 

All comments, good, bad and ugly will be appreciated.  

Please take care and remember as always… it is cool, calm…and collected! 

Tim Paulsen 

Cobourg, Canada  
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THE PAUSE THAT REFRESHES...AND COLLECTS! 
 

You can say a lot, by saying nothing at all! 

 

When a Customer calls or in response to a request, says they cannot pay the full amount 

today, pause on occasion before you ask them to explain or begin your negotiations.  

 

If you are a seasoned collector, the odds are you know exactly what you're going to say 

next. However, when you pause (at least a count of five, and it's great if they ask, ‘are you 

still there’, it gives the debtor the impression that you are going, somewhat reluctantly, into 

uncharted waters.  

Also, if they have said they can't pay the full amount due, NEVER say, 'how much can you 

pay'. It puts them into the driver's seat. You are better off with "how much are you short of" 

and quote the full amount due.  

 

Granted, there may be an occasion when you ask, “how much are you short of the $1,500 

and they will answer, $1,500”, however you will be getting much closer to the amount you 

want – the full balance due, than if you ask, “how much can you pay”. Another variation is 

“how much are you short of” and then again – quote the full balance.   

Pithy Quote Of the Month: 
 

“The pauses between the notes – ah, that is where the art resides!” 

 

…Artur Schnabel 
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AVOIDING THE ‘DOUBLE TRAP’ 
 

"A day late and a dollar short!" 

In collecting receivables, we are faced with two challenges, collecting the FULL amount 

due, and collecting it TODAY.  

 

A Customer may offer to send half of the amount due in the next couple of days and the 

balance at a specified (or worse, unspecified) date in the future.  

 

The key is to 'respond' rather than 'react'. Respond comes from the Latin, 'respondere', 

meaning to re-answer. React suggests being controlled from the outside.  

Consider something like the following for your answer':  

 

"Mr. Customer, we are talking about an amount of $X that is already past due. While I 

appreciate your offer, it is not only less than the amount due; it would not be fully paid until 

some time from now. This is way beyond being a day late and a dollar short. (The last 

sentence is optional. You need to know your Customers!) 

We work with our customers as best as we can, but less than the full amount due AND not 

paid until some time from now is difficult for me to accept."  

Then, make your counter-offer. Your business, Customer, and current objectives may have 

you counter-offer several alternatives.  

a.) Come back with a request for the full amount due. You will 
be surprised how often you will get it!  
 

b.) Request an increase in the initial amount and shorten the  
time frame for the balance paid.  
 

c.) Rather than 50% now and the balance next month, request 
the full amount in one week.  
 

Pithy Quote of the Month: 
 
“It’s a trap!” 
 
…Admiral Ackbar, Return of the Jedi 
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THEY MAKE YOU LOOK FOURTEEN! 
 

The movie was ‘Trains, Planes & Automobiles’ and starred Steve Martin and John Candy. 

  

The two characters needed money near the end of the film and all that John had to sell was 

shower curtain-rod rings. In a memorable scene, he shows them to a couple of young girls, 

perhaps eleven years old, claiming they are earrings and says, ‘They make you look 

fourteen!’ 

They say nothing...but hand over their money.  

 

A couple of lessons here for those of us in Accounts Receivable.  

 

1) It doesn't matter what we are selling, what is important is what the customer 
wants to buy! 
 

2) There must be something in it for the Customer or they are not going to buy.  
 

Sales and collections - so many of the techniques are the same.  

 

What is in it for the Customer if they pay their outstanding account? 

 

• A clear or improved credit history 
 

• Uninterrupted credit with you, or others 
 

• Save them time in the future, if they don't pay now, you are not going to go away 
 

• Avoid legal costs 
 

• “You don't really want to deal with lawyers, do you?" 
 

• Do the right thing. "I'm sure your elders brought you up the right way, 
commitments should be kept, as best as possible..." 
 



Tipping the Scales 

 

Tim Paulsen © Page 12 
 

• Here is a good one. Ask the Customer! 
 
"Mr. Customer, what sort of reason do you think I might give you that just might 
convince you to bring this account of yours up to date?" 
 
Sometimes, they will sell themselves the shower rod ring! 

 
Pithy Quote of the Month:  
 

"When you sell a man a book you don't sell just twelve ounces of paper and ink and 
glue - you sell him a whole new life!” 
 
…Christopher Morley  
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THE ACCENT IS ON COLLECTIONS 
 

I had been about to start this note with a comment that I hope all of you are enjoying your 

Summer. However, with some of you on the other side of the equator...I would have started 

with the wrong assumption.  

Allow me to provide you with some information and then sum up a few suggestions.  

 

At dinner with a friend of mine last night, I made the wrong assumption about the 'accent' of 

our waitress. "Are you Russian?", I had asked her close to the end of the meal. "No," said 

the young lady, who had been very pleasant up to that point, fixed me with a look, "I am 

Hungarian." 

 

Some might say it is in the same general area of Europe, and not a big difference. Well, it is 

to the Hungarians. (The Russians too, I expect.)     

A few years back, I took a course at the Learning Annex on how to best study 'any' 

language. The teacher gave us a memory technique for thanking someone in the Korean 

language. I remember it to this day. Many of the owners of the corner grocery stores in 

Toronto are Korean and they are surprised...and pleased when I thank them in their 

language. (By the way, if I don't know for certain, I will ask them if they are Korean before 

using the phrase.)  

 

One of my clients called me about a recent addition to his accounts receivable department. 

The person was expected to do well, but spoke with a thick accent, preventing the best 

communications with clients. Through some contacts and research, I found several 

individuals and a few firms that offered programs in 'accent neutralization'.  

Suggestions:  

 

1. When speaking with a client or customer (or anyone else for that matter) be careful 
about making an assumption about their nationality. You may be 'close', but with the 
relations to many countries that may even share the same border, 'close' does not count 
with accents.  

2. Most customers (this is more applicable to commercial collections) will appreciate your 
taking the time and effort to speak a few words in their language. It will help to know a 
bit about their country too! Don't you think you might stand out better if you send a card 
on one of 'their' national holidays rather than one at Christmas? (Which makes another 
assumption, eh?) 
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3. I 'like' accents and I don't suggest anyone should spend time attempting to get rid of 
one. However, if the accent impedes communications, it needs work.  
 

4. Speed of talking is important, if the way you speak is difficult for some people to 
understand, slow it down. This is important on the telephone.  
 

5. Accent or none, slow down even more on the telephone when you are leaving a 
message, particularly the telephone number. This is when too many people speed up. If 
people can't get it the first time, many are not going to listen to it again.  
 

From Tim’s book of Pithy Sayings:  
 

"The obvious is that which is never seen until someone expresses it simply."  

....Kahlil Gibran 
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YOU'VE BEEN HERE AWHILE, HAVEN'T YOU? 
 

This tip is for the experienced and seasoned individual working in accounts Receivable. 

You know if you fit the category. Some days you will figure you have heard "all" the stories 

and you have been around long enough to say 'been there, done that, have the mug, the T-

shirt, and the video!’ 

In my business, I have the opportunity to sit in with a lot of Collectors. It is not hard to spot 

those with experience. They are quick with their response. They work at a steady, above-

average pace. They also appear to be bored to tears! 

 

Well, it is tough if one's been in the business for a time. Harder still to instill some freshness 

when you are speaking with the 43rd person to call in that day. It may not be that great for 

the Customer or the client, but it's no picnic for the collector either. It can make for a long 

day. 

The following will benefit your Customer and the firm that pays you and it will also make 

your day pass a lot quicker.  

Give yourself an objective. I will give you a couple but do not be afraid to be creative.  

1. Make a 'perfect' collection call. This is where you will give yourself 10 out of 10. If you 
have been around for some time, you make good calls, but be tough in your rating. I am 
talking perfection! 
 

2. Turn a disgruntled Customer around - fully. The call starts tough, but by the end, you 
have them not only agreeing to make the required payment but have the belief that they 
would speak well of you and your firm.  
 
Don't worry that 'every' call is not perfect. Michael Jordon did not go up and down the 
basketball courts at 100% effort in every play of the game. Same with Wayne Gretzky or 
any other athlete.  
 
Award yourself a prize. It doesn't have to be much, but it does need to be something 
that you want. Perhaps you have a favourite chocolate bar, ice cream or 'exotic' coffee. 
Maybe a 'special' martini or a glass of wine. Had your eye on a new outfit or a piece of 
sporting equipment. O.K., perhaps you would have bought it anyway, but set it as your 
target. Not only will the day go a lot quicker, but you will find you'll enjoy your winning 
more too! 
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From Tim’s book of Pithy Sayings:  
 

"When you win, nothing hurts!"  

 ....Joe Namath, winning quarterback  
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THE ‘RIGHT THING’ 
 

In my collection seminars, role-playing with a debtor, collector, and observer is highly rated 

by the participants. It has proven to be an effective technique for putting into practice some 

of the techniques learned during the program.  

 

Though I would usually try to have the participants be in all of the three roles, I believed the 

'experience' of being the collector in the role-playing exercise was the only important one.  

 

I was wrong.  

 

In his book, ‘The Negotiation  Game’, Chester Karrass describes how the Psychologist 

William McGuire tested those who would be most effective at negotiating.  

 

The negotiators' ranged from those who had little or no knowledge of the other side to 

those who had the 'experience' of practicing from the other side of the fence.  

 

Who was most effective? You guessed it. The negotiators who had 'walked a mile' in the 

shoes of their opponent and played the devil's advocate were far and away more 

successful in their negotiations.  

 

The process might be compared to being inoculated. Once you have been lightly 'exposed' 

to a virus, you build up your immunity.  

 

So, inoculate yourself or your collection team.... or pay the price! 

From Tim’s Book of Pithy Sayings:  
 

‘Always ensure that you are underpaid!’ 

 

...Anonymous
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SOFT, FIRM, HARD...SOFT 
 

Last week I was working with a few of my clients in Ottawa. In one of their offices, I saw a 

quote attributed to Franklin D. Roosevelt. He was president of the United States through 

the end of the Depression and most of World War II.  

 

It said, ‘When you get to the end of your rope, tie a knot and hang on!’ 

 

In the collection business, we typically start our reminders and calls to our Customers 

'softly'. We may say, "Perhaps you forgot", or "this is a courtesy call". If the account is still 

not paid, we get a bit firmer, we know by then they have not 'forgotten'. Should the account 

still be outstanding, most firms will use a 'hard' approach, perhaps calling for the balance in 

full and advising the Customer of the dire results of payment not being made.  

 

Still not paid? It is probably off to legal or to a third party.  

 

Here is another approach that we had limited success with when I was collection manager 

of Dylex. We assigned a very good Customer Service Representative to call the 

Customers. She used a 'soft' approach, wondering if there was something wrong on our 

part, hoping that there was 'something' that could be done to resolve the matter. It didn't 

work all of the time, but it did work on perhaps 15% of the Customers. We were able to get 

reasonable payments and 'keep' the Customer too! 

 

When you've gotten to the end of the rope with some of your Customers, you can 'let go', or 

tie a knot and hang in there for one more try! 
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HOW IS YOUR INTELLIGENCE?  
 

We are taken by surprise sometimes when an otherwise 'good' customer becomes 

seriously delinquent or we receive bankruptcy notice.  

 

With hindsight, we often find that there were signals on which we may have taken some 

action.  

 

Too late now? No. The philosopher Santayana said, "If we do not learn from our mistakes, 

we are condemned to repeat them." 1 

 

Some tips for you to consider:  

 

a) Some signals may appear to be obvious now, but we need to document them and 
compare them to present 'good' Customers. It may be that when two or more signals 
are combined that we want to take some immediate action. 
 

b) Determine 'ahead' of time, what action should take place. Maybe you lower a credit line 
or tighten up terms. On the other hand, it may 'tip' your Customer over the edge - 
perhaps you need to meet with them and find a way to keep them and your account 
healthy! 
 
Rather than just considering 'what can I do to reduce or eliminate 
credit losses', we should consider 'what can I do to help'.  
 

c) Join an established group via one of the major credit-reporting firms or start one 
yourself. There is an old saying that "Macy's doesn't tell Gimbals", but that doesn't apply 
to credit/collections.  
 
If there isn't a group in your area, perhaps you can start one.  
 

d) Your 'front line troops' may have information that isn't being passed to where it is 
needed. In the movie "The Great Escape", that took place in World War II, a large 
number of prisoners escaped from a German P.O.W. camp. The Allied Intelligence 
committee knew a great deal of what was 'out there' several miles away, but they didn't 
know what the area was like just outside of the camp. 
 

e) A prisoner (Steve McQueen) escaped, researched the area, and then allowed himself to 
be recaptured so he could share it with his comrades.  

 
1  My good Customer and friend Geoff Last corrected me on the quote in this tip. It should have 
been "if we do not learn from history we are condemned to repeat it". Thank you, Geoff! 
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Tell your sales representatives that you need them to be your 'Steve McQueen'! Set up 
someone (maybe you) with the added responsibility of Credit Intelligence, so that 
everyone knows where 'signals' need to be sent. 
 

f) Set up a "Steve McQueen" award! Give it once a year to the individual from the front 
line who brings in the best 'intelligence'.  
 

Pithy quote of the month: 
 
“To perceive exactly and to connect the things perceived logically is the work of the highest 

intelligence.” 

…Maria Montessori 

 



Tipping the Scales 

 

Tim Paulsen © Page 21 
 

NEVER GIVE UP 
 

A key negotiating strategy to remember in collections is to never give up anything, without 

getting something in return.  

 

For example, if a Customer may say they need to pay over a few weeks or even longer, 

and offer several equal payments. Counter by increasing the amount of the 'initial' 

payments. Ensure that you are getting more money, sooner.  

 

Perhaps you have been struggling with a client who is trying to take an 'unearned' discount. 

Maybe you say to yourself, 'enough is enough' and decide to accept it, but in return let them 

know that in the future, to be fair to all of your Customers, payments must be made within 

the required time frame to earn discounts.  

 

Please keep in mind that there may be things that are not important to you that you may 

'give up', but always get 'something' in return, even if it is just a commitment for future 

payments.  

From Tim's book of Pithy Sayings:  
 
"If you have an idea or concept different from what is being done, keep in mind the world 

has been built in such a way that it resists change. If it looks like it will work, go ahead and 

do it." 

 

 ...Ted Maiman, Laser Inventor 
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MAKE A GOOD TECHNIQUE - EVEN BETTER! 
 

It is a long-standing joke that many of our customers will say 'the check is in the mail'. If 

mailed more than a week or so before, we may ask a Customer to put a stop payment on 

the check and send us a new one.  

 

Some of our Customers will balk at this, saying they don't want to incur the extra expense. 

Really? Well, for some of them, it may very well be an avoidance technique, but I have 

found for others, regardless of the size of their bank account, they mean it. They just do not 

want to incur the extra expense.  

 

For years, I've taught in my programs that you should tell the Customer to deduct the 

amount of the fee for a ‘stop payment’ and send in the difference. It "is" a good way to get 

around the potential delay, but it may not be the best.  

 

The author of "Collections Made Easy", Carol Frischer, suggests another approach. Tell the 

Customer to send you a copy of the charge by the bank for the stop payment fee and you 

will send them a check the same day. After all, when it is a delaying tactic on the part of the 

Customer, why allow them to pay less than the full amount due?  

Pithy quote of the month: 
 
“An ounce of performance is worth pounds of promises.” 

 

…Mae West 
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A PERFECT SNOW JOB! 
 

I appreciate that many of you reading this are in a warmer climate. However, I am sure you 

face similar tasks. It could be washing windows or cutting the grass. No matter where you 

live or what the climate, you will be able to relate to the 

concept.  

 

Yesterday, we had a real 'dump' of snow in Toronto. I was out yesterday and again early 

this morning to clear the sidewalk and driveway.  

 

'Clear' is a bit misleading. I didn't just shovel the snow off to the 

side, to the best of my ability; I did a 'perfect' job of snow 

removal! It isn't just 'walkable' it is a work of art, with the 

snowbanks on either side perfectly cut with my shovel. It took 

me a bit longer than if I just went out to 'clear' the snow, but 

oddly enough, the time passed quicker.  

 

Perhaps you have figured out by now where I am heading with 

this?  

 

You are going to have to 'clear' a number of past-due 

receivables for your firm. Some of the tasks will range from speaking to the Customer on 

the telephone to working with a sales representative or to completing an account 

reconciliation.  

 

Take one or two (no more) of these during the day and decide to make them 'perfect'. Plan 

the task ahead of time, give yourself some major and minor objectives and then 'do it'.  

 

It may take you a bit longer, but I guarantee it won't seem that way! 

 

Some of you may not be able to add time to 'clear the snow' perfectly. Then my question is, 

"how perfect can you be in the time you have?"  



Tipping the Scales 

 

Tim Paulsen © Page 24 
 

 
This month's quote from my book of 'pithy sayings':  
 
"I did the very best that I could do. It may not have been as good as someone else could 

have done, but it was 'my' very best." 

 

..........Anthony Quinn, Oscar-winning actor, 1915 – 2001 
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AN UPSET CUSTOMER 

 

One of the folks who attended a collection program of mine last Fall had some great 

success in reducing receivables. However, she also reported that for the first time, she 

experienced a Customer who hung up the telephone on her.  

 

For those of you in consumer collections, this is not an unusual experience, but it happens 

less with commercial accounts.  

 

What to do?  

 

First of all, congratulations are in order. At least congratulations of a sort. If you never have 

anyone who gets a bit 'stroppy' or hangs up the telephone, odds are you are not being 

assertive enough.  

 

In our business, we often deal with customers folks who are 'under the influence' It may not 

be drugs or alcohol, but it will often be stress, (work, home or both), a high-pressure 

environment, reduced sales, specific problems resulting from 9/11 and just life itself.  

 

Specific actions:  

 

Please keep in mind that none of these are guaranteed to work every time. A 'good 

technique' may work one day, but not the next, even with the same person! Also, these 

techniques are for the 'hang-up' which is a bit different than the 'obscene collection call. 

 

Q.T.I.P.S. - Quit taking it personally. Odds are it has nothing to do with you as an individual.  

Call them back. The options are to do this right away or wait for ten minutes or so. You may 

choose to ignore the fact they had hung up on you and just carry on as if it hadn't 

happened. You may decide to bring it into the open. "Mr. Smight, you decided to cut our 

call short a bit when we last talked, but we still need to resolve your outstanding account." 

 

Get someone else to call back. It 'could' be a supervisor or manager, but a peer will often 

do just fine. It gives the appearance of escalation.  
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Let it go. If you have most of the information you need and believe you have made your 

desires and or intentions clear to the customer, you may decide your call was 'successful' 

even though shorter than planned.  

 

All for now folks...I know I have my hang-ups and hope you do too! 

Pithy quote of the month: 
 
“Don’t get mad; Don’t get even; Get ahead.” 

 

…Christopher Matthews 
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YOUR COLLECTION TECHNIQUES ARE A JOKE! 
 

(Reader’s Note: This tip was originally sent on the day after April Fools.  

 

(For those of you in different countries and cultures, a tradition began back in 16th century 

France when the celebration of the new year changed from April 1st to January 1st. The 

die-hards, who continued to celebrate on the first of April were called April Fools and 

practical jokes were played on them. To this day, many people feel they have the green 

light to play a practical joke on their family, friends and coworkers on April 1st.) 

 

Will humour help you to collect more money?  

 

Yes. There are some occasions when it is acceptable and others when it may be the only 

arrow you have left in your quiver.  

 

A word or two of caution. You need to be careful. Some people do not have your sense of 

humour. I know from experience that everybody doesn't have mine. You need to consider 

the platinum rule, "treating others as they want to be treated", rather than the golden rule, 

"treating others as you want to be treated".  

 

I completed a large consulting project for a major Canadian oil company. When they hadn't 

paid the invoice, I sent a 'Singing' collect-o-gram to the senior executive who hired me. The 

actor arrived in top hat and tails and sang (to the tune of "Won't you come home, Bill 

Bailey") such words as: "We would do the 100-yard dash, if we could only get your cash".  

 

Did it work? Yes and no. It was not sent as a genuine collection tool. Its purpose was to 

cement an already good relationship with a creative and senior member of the organization. 

It achieved that objective admirably.  

 

When can you use some humour to collect?  

 

The best times are the very early and the very late stages of accounts receivable. When it 

is early, you can almost be in a playful mood. After all, we are often suggesting the 

Customer has 'forgotten' to pay, and we are sending a friendly reminder. A bit of humour 

adds to the friendliness.  

 

In the late stages, where you may have some small balance accounts about to be written 

off, humour may be your last resort. In these situations, the customers don't have much 
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reason to pay; they have received all of your previous letters or phone calls. A good, 

humorous collection letter or an e-mail may be just enough to tickle the funny bone and you 

will get paid.  

 

What can you do?  

 

• "Your account is approaching ten months past due. We have carried you longer than 
your mother did!" 
 

• "We are reaching the end of our rope! Won't you please send us your payment?" 
Taped to this letter is a bit of string.  

 

• "There was a movie made called 'Overdrawn at the Memory Bank', has something 
like that happened to you? We feel it must because you have always paid your 
account promptly in the past."  
 

 

What you write or say is only limited by your imagination but keep two things in mind. If you 

are the credit or the collection manager, fine. If not, ensure this type of letter or e-mail has 

management approval. Regardless of your position, ensure you would not embarrass your 

firm if the letter were reprinted on the front page of your newspaper.  

 
Pithy quote of the month: 
 
"From there to here, from here to there, funny things are everywhere!"  

 

…Dr. Seuss 
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I'M BEGINNING TO SEE A PATTERN HERE! 
 

A few days ago, I was almost mugged by a time bandit when I arrived at a client's office for 

a meeting. There was an unexpected delay, and with this 'gift of time', I decided to spend 

some time thinking about what my next topic would be for Tim's Tips.  

 

Potential subjects drifted in and out of my mind and in a minute or two, my eyes began to 

refocus on the 6' X 9' light brown carpet lying on the floor in front of me. It was randomly 

decorated with the pattern of an unfamiliar flower. Looking a bit longer, it became obvious 

that the pattern wasn't random at all.  

 

We would prefer that our pattern of collection efforts not be obvious to our delinquent 

Customers. Yet, how many of them know that the pink follows the blue notice, letter 10C is 

received about a week after 10B? You get the picture.  

 

Our pattern is not obvious to Customers who are past due infrequently. For the habitually 

delinquent, it is a different story. "Why should I pay now", they may think, "when I know 

nothing much is going to happen and I'll get another letter in about 10 days or so".  

 

Two alternatives to consider:  

 

1.) Change the pattern. Make it a new letter, different colour, dramatic letterhead, 
something that tells them it's a new ball game. If you typically send three letters, make it 
two and make them different, or drastically shorten the time between them.  

 

2.) Send the last letter. Briefly summarize the history of the delinquent account and then 
eloquently tell them that due to their history, they will no longer receive typical past due 
notices. The next time they reach 10 days past due, X action will be taken without any 
further notice. Be prepared to follow up on time.  
 

 

Pithy quote of the month: 
 
Habits are at first cobwebs; at last, chains. 

 

…SAYING (English) 
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HOW ABOUT A 'SALE' ON COLLECTIONS?  
 

 
 

Perhaps you may not have considered offering a sale, but we 

do this often in the credit/collection business.  

  

There are occasions, perhaps due to the age, balance or status 

of accounts that we offer to accept less than the full balance 

owing. In offering or accepting a proposed settlement, we may 

not have considered this to be a 'sale' on collections, but that's 

what it is.  

  

If that's the case, are there some techniques we can learn from 

successful sales programs? Yes! 

 

) Everyone on the team needs to know what is on 'sale': 
  
It may be a particular time of the year, month, or status of an account, but if there is an 
'item' (account) that is on sale, everyone on your collection team needs to know the sale 
price.  
 

) A deadline:  
 
An effective 'sale' needs to have a deadline, "act now or lose this special offer - forever." 
Your offer may be "today only", or perhaps one week, but it needs a special sense of 
urgency to be effective.  
 

) Develop your "sales pitch":  
 
I am against everyone having to use the same pitch word for word, but it is worth the 
time to ensure everyone knows what appears to be most effective. "Mr. DeCosta, our 
Managing Director has authorized a special program on small balance accounts that will 
be in effect for the next five days. This one-time offer is for 80% of the balance of your 
account. It saves you some money and us the time and effort of sending your account 
to a third-party."  
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) Have some fun with your "sales" team:  
  
Run your special program with appropriate recognition to those who settle the most 
sales. This can be tricky and you may want to check chapter Thirteen in my book, ‘Paid 
in Full’, (Carrots, Sticks and Hot Air Balloons).  
 

 

Pithy quote of the month: 
 
“It was on sale!” 
 
…Donna Paulsen 
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JUST ‘SHOWING UP’! 
 

 
The comedian, Woody Allen has said, "50% of life is just showing up. In our business of 

collections, I suggest that 50% is 'asking for the money'.  

 

This appears it would be a 'given', easily handled by almost all accounts receivable staff, 

but that is not the case. I have sat in on many calls with personnel, both new and 

seasoned, and many of them, too many, do not ask the Customer to pay.  

 

A couple of weeks back I had the pleasure of having lunch with Geoff Last, National Credit 

Manager for Anixter. Geoff, a fan of football and Vince Lombardi, had recently finished a 

biography on the famous coach. One of the things Lombardi stressed was that you should 

never take the basics for granted.  

 

One time when Geoff hired some new folks with no experience in collections, he arranged 

to have them sit for a week with a collector at a collection agency. He overheard one of his 

new hires on the phone speaking to a coworker and saying, "They've got me asking for the 

check!" 

 

If you are doing the collecting yourself, simply give yourself a check mark for each call in 

which you clearly 'ask for the money'. (By the way, it should not be just 'a payment on the 

account', but rather the full amount due.) Compare this to the number of calls, both in and 

out and set a target to increase the result.  

 

People working for you? The odds are you listen to some of their calls, either walking about 

or with a recording system. How often are they 'asking for full payment'. If it isn’t on every 

occasion when appropriate, you'll want to do some training and set some targets.  

 

What is the other 50% of collections?  

 

I'd suggest a good portion is dealing with the excuses you hear.  

 

Many of you are familiar with the manual flip chart from my seminars. If not, it is 3X5 inch 

cards on which some of the standard excuses, and the information you want, is listed for 

easy reference.  

 

S.A.G.E. is the new version of the chart. It is electronic and sits on your computer. Call it up 
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with a click of the mouse! One person can use it, or an entire department. You can easily 

change the information. Cost? It's almost the same low price as the manual version.  

 

Pithy quote of the month: 
 
“Ask for the money!” 

 

…Paulsen’s Rule Number One 
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WHAT CAN YOU DO WHEN YOU HAVE NO 'HAND'? 
 

Some of you will be familiar with the episode on Jerry Seinfeld when the George character 

was complaining because he didn't have the upper hand, felt in fact that he had 'no hand' at 

all.  

 

Last week, I led a two-day program in Mumbai (Bombay) India. Though there are some 

legal actions that 'may' be taken, it is a very long process and can be years before it is 

resolved in the court system. Even then, like here, just because you 'win' in court does not 

mean that you will collect.  

 

It appears that the creditor does not have any 'hand' and many of the people in the program 

wanted to know their options.  

 

I suggested, for the most part, they could still use variations of some of our North American 

techniques, though the details would change:  

 

1.) "I'm gonna' tell!" 
 
Credit Reporting is still an option, even though there may not be the same centralized 
records with more sophisticated reporting.  
 
The major credit reporting agencies are beginning to grow, so I would be reporting to 
them as best as possible.  
 
One could still contact other creditors used by their Customer. You may want to *share* 
information, even ask if they would be willing to partake in legal action with you, should 
it become necessary. This is also a very good start at creating your very own little 'black 
book' of contacts.  
 

2.) Chinese water torture:  
 
The debtor may be hoping you will just go away and forget about them.  
 
Let them know you won't! Send letters, e-mail, make telephone calls. It's up to each 
company to ensure they don't get into harassment problems or image situations with 
their firm.  
 

3.) Start a Gang: 
 
If there isn't a group of like companies already set up to share information, start one! 



Tipping the Scales 

 

Tim Paulsen © Page 35 
 

There are two areas where competing firms willingly share information - credit and 
fraud.  
 

4.) Change some of the players: 
 
Place your call to someone else. If it isn't working with the Accounts Payable Manager, 
go to the Controller. No successes there? Start calling the Vice-president of Finance.  
 
Consider changing who makes the calls too. Just a different voice, maybe a different 
title at your firm will make produce better results.   
 
(The old boy and girl network helps here. Find out if there is anyone in your organization 
who went to school, etc. with some of the folks 'over there'.)  
 

5.) Look 'em in the eye! 
 
Get out to visit them. Go with a sales rep, maybe more than one. Sit outside their office 
if they won't meet with you right away. A friend of mine, Wendell, did this in Toronto. It 
took a few hours of sitting, but he walked away with a check!  
 

6.) Switch places! 
 
Most importantly - spend some time and think of what is in it for the CUSTOMER to pay 
you! Maybe you have some new products or services in the offing. They wouldn't want 
to miss out on something their competitors will have, would they? 
 

Sell them more!  

 

It is easy and expected that most of us will stop selling when a Customer hasn't paid. This 

may put them under or drive them forever into the arms of the competition. How can you 

get creative with additional sales without losing more than you are in for already? Maybe a 

partial cash payment on the sale, and some funds towards the past 

due balance? 

 

Peel that onion! 

 

You know if you peel an onion there is another layer underneath. Maybe the excuse your 

Customer is giving for non or delayed payment is only the first layer. Peel it back and see if 

you can find out the 'real' reason – then you may be able to make a better proposal or 

demand.  
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Just because you don't have easy or simple legal recourse, does not mean you don't have 

options. Soon, you can be saying, "Look Ma, no hands!" 

Pithy quote of the month 
 

“Fall seven times, get up eight” 

 

…Japanese Proverb 
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TINA TURNER WAS WRONG! 
 

We have always had heroes in the collection business, but too many haven't received 

appropriate recognition.  

 

A friend and associate of mine, Abe 'Walking Bear' Sanchez, is also a specialist in 

Accounts Receivable. We have decided it is high time there was more recognition for some 

of the folks who work with their firms’ most liquid asset, next to cash.  

  

However, here is a shortened version of some of the lessons learned or reinforced from our 

first "Timmy Bear" winner:  

 

1.) In negotiations (translate that to collections), the side with the  
most information tends to win. You don't surf - you search! 
 

2.) A good Credit Manager needs to know how to sell and some 
of your most effective selling will be inside your own company! 
 

3.) Effective credit decisions can still result in a loss. The key is  
predicted and managed risk.  
 

4.) If you are successful in a particular department or a company,  
you may be asked to uproot your family and move across the country,  
continent or even the world. A bigger office and more money may  
be appreciated, but they can't give you another family so think twice,  
...maybe three times.  
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From Tim’s book of Pithy Sayings:  
 

"Being right is seldom enough. Even the best ideas must be packaged and sold." 

 

 Anonymous2  

 

 

 
2  The most prolific writer in the English language was someone named ‘Anonymous’. 
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STARTING ON THE RIGHT FOOT! 
 

Many of you know from the introductions at my seminars that I have been involved with tap 

dancing for a few years. It is always important to start on the right foot. (Sometimes, the 

right foot may be the left foot, but I'm sure you get the idea.) 

 

A number of my Associates and myself spent a couple of weeks with a client, a utility in the 

U.S. Their collection team was receiving inbound calls, many of them from Customers who 

had received a disconnect notice. We found the collectors, after appropriate identification, 

might ask how they could help. Some of them would just wait and let the Customer start the 

conversation.  

 

What we found more effective to use was something like, "Mrs. Jones, I note that in 

bringing up your account that there is an amount of $253.22 that is due on your account. It 

would be my pleasure to process that payment for you right now." (They can accept 

payments by check or by credit card.)  

 

Of course, there will still be Customers who cannot pay the amount required, but it starts on 

the right foot, letting them know our objective when we are on the other end of the 

telephone.  

Pithy quote of the month: 
 

“Without dance, what’s the pointe?” 

 

…unknown 
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THEY CRINGE WHEN THEY SEE ME COMING! 
 

 
Some of the following tips are directed more to either Commercial or Consumer collections. 

You be the judge! 

 
Tip #1:  

"They cringe when they see me coming!" A participant at a seminar in Montreal said this to 

me last week. She was talking about the Sales Representatives for her company. She said 

they will often add, "What do you want this time?"  

 

My suggestion? Go when you DON'T have a problem. Make a point of going with some 

good news and some ways you may be of help to them. In credit, we're often saying that 

we are all on the same side, but we usually say it from our side of the field.  

 

You could bring them:  

 

a.) A list of accounts where you have increased the credit line. 
 

b.) A new credit application based on recommendations from Customers and Sales.  
 

c.) A questionnaire for the application if you haven't done this. 
 

d.) A resolved situation that will please the Customer. Let the sales rep deliver the good 
news.  
 

Tip #2:  

 

(A note from Tim. This ‘tip’ was sent in December, just before the holiday season began. 

In your country or culture there will be other days or seasons when a variation of the 

technique may be used just as effectively.) 

You haven't much time left! Some Customers who avoid your calls. It could be a family 

member or perhaps Brunhilda at the reception desk.  

 

Call today and tell the person who answers that you're calling from out of town and just 
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want to say "Merry Christmas". When you get them, make sure you say the "Merry" and 

then get yourself down to business. (If you are in a business or location that requires you to 

fully disclose who you are and where you're calling from...stick with it. You will not reach as 

many Customers, but better to err on that side.  

 

Pithy quote of the month: 
 

“Sticks in a bundle are unbreakable.” 

 

…Kenyan Proverb 
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AMNESIA MEDICATION  
 

Not long ago, I saw a sign on Lawrence Ave. in Toronto that said, "Don't loan people 

money. It gives them amnesia."  

 

It does, doesn't it? Not just the fact the money is owed, but the terms and commitments and 

promises that may have been made. Slight or massive cases of amnesia affect consumers 

as well as accounts payable departments. We cannot stop the spread of this 'collection 

virus'; it comes with the territory as soon as you grant credit.  

 

What we can do, is reduce its effects, all negative, as they relate to our business.  

 

In my books and seminars, we spend most of our time on telephone techniques. But for 

amnesia medication, your best bet is notices, letters, faxes, messages and e-mail.  

 

(To make this simple and short, 'letters' in the following suggestions include notices, faxes 

and e-mail.)  

 

Content:  

 

You want the best-written letters possible, but for the benefits of amnesia medication, 

almost any letter will do. When they know YOU haven't forgotten about them it does 

wonders for reviving their memory.   

 

Timing:  

 

There are standards in the business, such as sending a notice, five or ten days after the 

payment was due. Think! Did you set your standards based on what may have been 

effective for 'general' business or even a different 'type' of business?  

 

Tailor your timing:  

 

Some of your Customers will have a more serious case of amnesia. They need higher 

doses of medication. Where promises have been broken in the past, a reminder notice of 

telephone call on the day of the promised payment (or even the day before) is best.  

 

A bit of humour? 

 

Cut some pieces of string and tape to the bottom of a letter. Ask the Customer to tie on one 
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of their fingers to remember their commitment. (Not for everybody, but a different technique 

will reduce, dramatically, cases of 'future' amnesia.  

 

Clear message:  

 

This has been mentioned in previous tips but needs repeating. (In collection training, I have 

found the attendees can also develop cases of amnesia!)  

 

When you leave a message, speak clearly and SLOW DOWN. The most important part of 

our message is the telephone number, but this is the area where most collectors speed up 

and the number is difficult if not impossible to decipher.  

 

Jawaharlal Nehru said, "You can't change the course of history by turning the faces of 

portraits to the wall." Ensuring our portraits are always close by and facing our Customers 

will change our collection future.  

 

 



Tipping the Scales 

 

Tim Paulsen © Page 44 
 

WHAT TO DO WHEN YOU ARE LOW ON THE LIST!  
 

"I've paid someone else!"  

Most of us have the experience of Customers telling us they have paid somebody else. In 

our seminars, we work out methods to gather information and perhaps even provide some 

counselling.  

 

In Jamaica two weeks ago, I was working with a great group from Courts Jamaica and we 

came up with an excellent, quick response. 

 

"I'm sorry to hear that Mr. Customer. I don't see why our account would be lower on the list 

to be paid, however, that is in the past. I guess today is our lucky day. Seeing as though 

you've paid others, it must be our turn. Will you mail us a check today for the full balance 

due, $xx?" 

 

Just 60 words, but look what you may accomplish:  

  

a) Express 'dismay' that our account, for no reason, was not kept up to date.  
 

b) Let 'em know that you recognize we can't change the past. 
  

c) Try to get an agreement, that it MUST be our turn now, it is only fair. 
  

d) Ask for the money - in full! (Paulsen's rule number one.)  
 

 

Don't be afraid to add or subtract some phrases to take ownership of this powerful 

technique. Like other statements or prepared questions, I suggest you practise them until 

they come quickly and with little or no effort. 
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Pithy quote of the month: 
 

If you can’t change your fate, change your attitude. 

 

…Amy Tan 
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WHEN IS IT OVER?  
 

My wife Donna and I have been married for quite a few years. It was only recently that I got 

it for when a particular task was over. My father was an influence. He didn't care for dishes 

left in the kitchen sink and would wash them himself if mom or us kids hadn’t gotten to the 

task. Until fairly recently, doing some of my work out of our home, I would wash and stack 

the dishes. Washed and in the strainer, I figured the job was done.  

  

One day, Donna mentioned that I never did the dishes. This led to a bit of a discussion and 

I discovered that she did not consider them ‘done’ until they had been dried and put away.  

  

When is the job of collecting over? Often, we hear ‘a sale is not complete until the money is 

in the till’. If you have attended one of my seminars, you may have heard me say, “a sale is 

not complete until the money is collected, in full and the Customer returns to deal with you 

once again – on credit and paying on time”.  

  

In collections, we often stop too close to the finish line (the dishes washed, but not dried 

and put away). It is too easy, but also inconsiderate and bordering on incompetence to say 

'this is a job for sales'. Everybody is responsible for sales.  

  

One of the ways you may ‘complete’ the task of collections is to send a letter to your 

Customer.  

 

There are several advantages to this type of contact:  

  

1. It lets the Customer know they are of value to your firm. (We all want to be wanted.) 
 

2. They need not hesitate to place another order.  

3. You take the golden opportunity to restate the terms and the credit line. (The latter 
may have been adjusted downwards. Don’t tell them that, just state the amount.) 
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4. It tells them that you want and expect a call in the future if something (anything) 
goes wrong.  

In case you're wondering...yes, when I wash the dishes now, I will also dry and put them 

away. Job done! 

Pithy quote of the month: 
 

“It ain’t over ‘til it’s over” 

 

…Yogi Berra  
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PRIME TIME 
 

While reviewing some notes from a time management program, there was a notation 

that an individual’s salary and benefits might be $25.00 per hour. However, if they are in 

their 'prime time', the time of day when they are (or have the opportunity to be) most 

effective, the rate or value could easily double or triple! 

 

This is not as simple as saying you are sharpest between 9 and 10 in the morning and that 

is when you will call large balance accounts. To take the most advantage your prime time' 

for collections, I suggest you consider three areas:  

 

1. Let's face it, we're not sharp all day, five or more days every week. Some of us are a 

bit better first thing in the morning, some later or even in the afternoon. When are 

you at your very best?  

 

2. It takes two to tango! If you are ready for serious negotiations at 11:00 a.m., but 

can't reach the Customers who need it the most, you are not taking advantage of 

your prime time. This may mean some re-scheduling.  

 

3. Better not to reach your Customer is their prime time! In the collection 'wars' a good 

commander will attack when they can reach the enemy at their 'off' time. (I'm not 

suggesting an attack before dawn, there are still legal guidelines and other 

considerations, but you get the idea.)  

 

4. Warm-up! Before you reach your prime time, perform some warm-up work with other 

Customers. If you can, thrown in a couple of 'easy ones' to give you some 

confidence as you move into your prime time.  

 

Pithy quote of the month: 
 

“Regulate your life by the standards you admire when you are at your best.” 

 

…John M. Thomas 
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YOU CAN RUN...BUT YOU'RE ONLY GOING TO PAY TIRED!  
 

In too many of the organizations where I have done consulting or training, there is little or 

no ‘buzz’ or ‘pizazz’ in the office. There have been a few posters or photographs on 

occasion, but most of them relate to Customer Service or other areas only related to 

collections.   

In one firm, that had well over one hundred collectors, I went to a specialty store in Toronto, 

one that had movie posters these were some of those that we put up on the walls the next 

week:   

• ‘Jerry McGuire’ (a reminder for “Show me the money”)  
 

• The movie ‘Mo Money’ by Damon Wayan (no explanation needed.)  
 

• “Star Trek” (reinforcing a technique covered in training to increase collections on 
incoming calls by more than 60%) 
 

At this same location, there were a few reproduction paintings by the French impressionist, 

Claude Monet. I put a big sign beside one of them with an arrow pointing to the painting. It 

said, “Show me the”! (Another reminder for the Mcguire movie.)  

Do you have a skip tracing department? How about putting up a large sign that expresses 

the philosophy covered in my seminars: “You can run…but you’re only going to pay tired!”  

Collections is a tough enough business and there are often distractions. It’s helpful to use 

all the reminders we can to keep our folks motivated and on track. It doesn’t cost much, 

…and its fun! 

Pithy quote of the month: 
 

“Just do it” 

…Nike slogan, voted in the top ten of the most successful advertising slogans in the world 
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THEM'S THE RULES! 
 

At a recent seminar, I was stressing the importance of "Paulsen's Rule #1" in successful 

collections. An 'alert & perky' member of the group asked, "What are the other rules?" 

  

It occurred to me that you might be interested too, so over the next several months, I'll 

share them with you. Some of them may have more detail than desirable for a monthly tip, 

so next month I will add a special page to my website.  

 
Paulsen's Rule #1 - Ask for the money! 

 

This seems obvious in our business, however, if you listen in to some calls and perhaps 

check some of your letters, you may be surprised. Unpleasantly so. In my seminar, I give 

an example of a 'poor' collection effort and we list all the mistakes. Better than 90% of the 

time, the group does not list the mistake that I didn't ask for the money.  

  

Requesting someone to 'look after' is not the same. In a letter, you may want a call or some 

other sort of contact "if" you are not paid. But, you'll want to make sure it is an option, not 

the actual request.  

  

This request needs to be assertive, but not aggressive: "Will you please mail me a check 

today for the amount due, $XXX.XX?" 

  

You may have other means, preferable to a check mailed. That is fine, but note we're 

requesting the full amount due today...not a payment on the account.  

  

It may be difficult to change some of our habits, but Molier said, "The greater the obstacle, 

the more glory in overcoming it". (If the quote is correct and you lean towards the 

grammatical, you may notice the sentence ended in a preposition. Winston Churchill said, 

"That is the sort of situation up with which I will not put!) 



Tipping the Scales 

 

Tim Paulsen © Page 51 
 

Pithy quote of the month:  
 

“If you must play, decide upon three things at the start: the rules of the game, the stakes, 

and the quitting time.” 

…Chinese Proverb 
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“NOW I HOPE YOU PEOPLE LIKE TRAINING, 
 
because me and the Sargent-Major - we love it!” 
  

Mel Gibson, as Lt. Colonel Hal Moore in "We Were Soldiers" 

  

(This month’s tip has been lifted from one of my programs, “Everything I need to know 

about collections, I learned at the movies.”) 

  

You may be challenged with people who are new to the business or blessed with a 

seasoned collection team. Details will change, but with either group or anything in between, 

it is an attitude, a culture is better, that combined with research, materials and 

presentations will best improve collection performance.   

 b 
This is an excellent time of the year to plan training or ‘tweak’ or add to your present 

agenda. A few thoughts for your consideration:  

  

a.)   Appoint a “Minister of Enlightenment” from one of you collection team. Use your 

imagination for a fun/cool hat or plaque that goes with the title, and switch the 

responsibility every couple of weeks or month. At a regular or special meeting (or by e-

mail), they will deliver a technique that has worked for them. (The only guideline is that 

nobody can say, “that won’t work”. They may only suggest how to improve the 

suggestion.) 

 

 

b.)  Hold an in-house program of a half or full day on collections. (My firm does this and if it 

sounds like blatant self-promotion, it is. Some of got to make a living too, eh?) 

 

 

d.) Send one individual out for training and have them report back to the group on three 
things they should all be doing to improve performance. Who to send? Make it the 
winner of a contest, training supposed to be fun and you love it, remember?  

 



Tipping the Scales 

 

Tim Paulsen © Page 53 
 

d.)  Each month, one collector gives a book report. There are books out on collections, but 

there are also excellent books on negotiating and sales. In almost any sales book, you 

will find a technique you can use in collections.  

 

 

e.)   Have a recording of a collection call played at one of your regular meetings. On a 

board or chart are two questions. What are three things that were done well and what 

are two that could have been done better. A ‘real’ call is best, but make sure you can do 

this legally in your jurisdiction. An alternative is to record a role-playing situation.  

 

 

f.)   I’m leaving this one to you. Hopefully, I have twigged a couple of ideas for training you 

may have been considering.  

 

 

Just remember, we know in collections it’s not just what you say, but how you say it. The 

same holds for training, you gotta’ love it, and when you do, it’s not only a lot more fun but 

effective.  

  

This months quote:  
  

"We trained hard - but it seemed that every time we were beginning to form into teams, we 

would be reorganized. I was to learn later in life that we tend to meet any new situation by 

reorganizing; and what a wonderful method it can be for creating the illusion of progress 

while producing confusion, inefficiency and demoralization."  

- Petronius 
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IT AIN'T YOUR MONEY!  
  

Last week, I was presenting a program to a client at their general meeting in Arizona. The 

C.E.O. was in the audience. I could just about see him clutching his heart when I advised 

his senior team that they should not collect like it was their money. "You're killing me," he 

said later and I knew that he and many others in management and senior positions have 

been telling their people for years that they should treat the firm's past due accounts like 

they were their own.   

Nope.   

You'll collect a lot more money, with a lot less stress if you treat it more like a game. You 

know what a game is, don't you? You care...but not that much!  

If you treat it like it's your money, you'll be taking it home with you, physically or mentally. A 

'professional' does the very best job they can, then shrug it off and forget about it. All of the 

best negotiators will tell you that to be effective, you 'want' to make a deal, but you don't 

'need' one.   

When your technique is like a professional agent, presenting on behalf of your client, in the 

time allotted and then when you walk out the door, forget about it.   

This is similar to the saying that the lawyer who represents themselves has a fool for a 

client. If there is a chance of you going to getting a fine, jail term or worse; you won't see 

the big picture, won't be able to negotiate the very best for who is your client - the company. 

  

This month's 'pithy' quote:  
  

"Collections is the ability to get people to do what they don't want to do - and like it!"*  

Harry S. Truman   

 (*Harry said 'leadership' rather than 'collections' but it is just as applicable, eh?) 
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THEY’LL NEVER BE SHORT AGAIN! 
 

In the movie, “Zorro, the Gay Blade”, the villain claimed that some of the ‘peoples’ * had 

been short on their tax payments. He had his henchmen stretch a few of them out on ‘the 

rack’. “They will never,” the bad guy said, “be short again.”  

Many people in our business make a mistake when they ask, “How much can you pay?” 

This is often in response to a customer or a client who says, for whatever reason, they can’t 

pay the full amount due. They’ll start thinking about the competition, other places they owe 

or may spend ‘your’ money.   

Better to ask, “How much are you short of (full amount due).” A good variation is, “how 

close can you get to (again, the full amount due).”  

We are often called upon to negotiate but do so based on the full amount due rather than ‘a 

payment’ on the past-due account. You will find that your clients and customers (your 

peoples) won’t be near ‘as short’ again!  

* No spelling mistake here, Zorro, played by George Hamilton, really did call them peoples. 

 

This month's 'pithy' quote:  
  

"If we don't change the direction we are going, we are likely to end up where we are 

heading." 

…Chinese Adage 
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CANDY TO A BABY! 
  

Over the years there have been a lot of changes in the way we perform our tasks in 

collections. Computers, collection management systems, dialers and behavioural scoring 

are just a few. What hasn’t changed – not one bit – is the critical time you spend talking to a 

delinquent customer on the telephone.  

  

If you were collecting last week, I’m willing to bet there are some statements said or 

questions you asked your customer that were very effective. Do you remember what they 

were?  

  

Not likely. We’re busy and then there is the next call coming in or the one that must go out. 

Too many excellent ‘lines’ have been lost, some of them forever.  

  

Write down your best lines. Look at them from time to time and share them with your peers. 

Have them do the same. For years, I suggested these be called ‘blurbs of the month’, but I 

was never satisfied with the title. Candy is better.  

  

If nothing else, consider the Canadian actor John Candy in the movie “Trains, Planes & 

Automobiles”. When he held a ‘supposed’ earring up to a twelve-year-old girl and said, 

“They make you look fourteen”, he was thinking of his Customer and what’s in it for them.   

Your monthly ‘Candy’ needs to do the same.   

This month’s Quote:  
  

“Whoever said something was as easy as taking candy from a baby has obviously never 

tried!” 

 

…from an unknown, ‘sleep deprived’ parent 
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VOICE YOUR CONCERN 
  

Singers, actors, newscasters and such make their living with their voice. You may not have 

thought of this, but if you are in the business of collections, talking to your clients on the 

telephone – you make your living with your voice too! 

  

Most collectors and many others who work on the 

telephone will speak with their ‘normal’ voice. Often, 

this is a mistake. You will be better off, most times if 

your voice is lower, spoken clearly and spoken at a 

slower pace. This last one is difficult when there is so 

much pressure to get more done in less time. Use the 

right voice the first time to ‘voice your concern’ to a 

debtor – and you may not have to speak with them 

again.  

  

Developing a more effective voice is easy, but as you 

will see, a bit of privacy may be in order. Get a book 

or magazine and read aloud in your normal 

conversational voice. Put a hand fully over one ear 

and continue to read. Now you can hear better how 

you sound to other people.   

Here is where most of us will want to alter our voice, lower, louder, clearer and slower. 

Once it sounds right, take your hand off and continue to read. You only need to do this for 

five or six sessions of about five minutes each. From there you’ll be able to turn it on and 

off as needed. By the way, it is also the voice you would want to use if you are called upon 

to speak in front of a group of people.  

Pithy quote of the month: 
 

“Words mean more than what is set down on paper. It takes the human voice to infuse 

them with deeper meaning.” 

 

…Maya Angelou 
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BEATING THE BLOCKADE 
 

Do you have a lot of delinquent accounts that have accounting or customer service 

problems? Consider using an approach that was successful during the Berlin Airlift! 

 

Not long ago, in my role as a consultant and trainer for accounts receivable, I spent some 

time with an organization in New York City. They have an excellent service they provide to 

their clients and though they are a bit overwhelmed with their sales success, they also have 

good administration people to back up their service.  

 
In addition to their problem of high sales (we should all have such problems), they had 

recently added a new computer system. Though in time the system may prove itself to be 

helpful for accounts receivable, it was providing a lot of headaches to the collection 

personnel. They might plan to contact twenty delinquent clients during the business day, 

but the first one they call might have a billing issue that could take as long as one and a 

half hours to resolve. Few of us get time without interruptions, so it may be almost two 

hours or more later before they place the next call. Something similar may happen on the 

second or the third call.  

At the end of their day, they may have only been in touch with five or six out of the planned 

twenty contacts.  

My suggestion was that they try the ‘Berlin Airlift’ approach. In 1948, as the cold war was 

getting even frostier, the Soviets blockaded the city of Berlin. For the city to survive, the 

allied forces needed to airlift all of the necessary supplies into the city.  

 

Right from the beginning, they found there were problems with the process. There might be 

problems with the weather and there was little room to maneuver. The first airplane (first 

call if you will) might attempt a landing, but due to several reasons, circle and then attempt 

to land again. This resulted in planes stacked up and not nearly enough supplies were 

reaching the city.  

They changed their tactic. If a plane could not land successfully on its first pass, it would 

immediately return to base. From there, it might join the line once more.  

 

The airlift was successful, and on April 16, 1949, in what was triumphantly referred to as 

‘Easter Parade’, saw 1,398 sorties (one landing every minute) into Berlin.  
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If you have accounts 'blocking' your productivity, I suggest you consider a variation of the 

same tactic.  

 

1.) Take all of the details possible from the Customer.  
 

2.) Make them a promise or resolution, one that you will keep.  
 

3.) With that promise in mind, put the account to the side and call the next Customer.  
 

4.) Only when you have gotten through the accounts scheduled for that day or week, 
should you get back to working on the accounts that could not ‘successfully land’ on 
their first pass.  
 

 

At the end of the day, week or month, you may not have worked on any more Customers 

that using the previous method. However, However, those that needed prodding to pay, will 

have received it earlier, resulting in a faster reduction of your accounts receivable. Also, 

those that need the prodding, having received it quicker, will be more likely to make their 

payment on time in the future.  

Pithy quote of the month: 
 
“Action expresses priorities.” 

 

…Mohandas Gandhi 



Tipping the Scales 

 

Tim Paulsen © Page 60 
 

THE ‘ACCENT’ IS ON COLLECTIONS 
 

Allow me if I may, to share some background with you and then show you how it can tie in 

with our business of collecting more effectively.  

 

Not too long ago, I had dinner with a friend of mine at a nice, but a rather nondescript 

restaurant in the East end of Toronto. During the meal, I made an assumption. A wrong one 

as it turned out, about the ‘accent’ of our waitress.  

 

“Are you Russian?” I asked as she brought us a re-fill for our coffee. Now she had been 

very pleasant up to that point, but fixed me with a steady look and replied rather frostily, 

“No, I am Hungarian." 

 

Well, it is the same general area of Europe, some might say. To many people, it may not be 

a big difference. Well, as was obvious with our ‘frosty’ waitress, it is to the Hungarians. I am 

sure it is a big difference to the Russians too.  

 

A few years back, I took a course at the Learning Annex on how to best study 'any' 

language. The teacher, who spoke seventeen languages, shared with us a memory 

technique for thanking someone in the Korean language. I have always remembered the 

technique and the words and have a chance to use them several times each week in my 

city. Many of the owners of the corner grocery stores in Toronto are Korean and they are 

surprised and pleased when I thank them in their language. (By the way, if I don't know for 

certain, I will ask them if they are Korean before using the phrase. I have learned from my 

Hungarian encounter.)  

 

One of my clients called me about a recent addition to his accounts receivable department. 

The person was expected to do well, but spoke with a thick accent, preventing the best 

communications with clients. Through some contacts and research, I found several 

individuals and a few firms that offered programs in 'accent neutralization'.  

 
A few months later, I asked him if it was ‘worthwhile’. He said, “My bosses might ask me to 

‘show’ how the investment in this person has produced a return. I can’t do that. But, do I 

believe it was worth the expense? Definitely. The individual can communicate better and 

has a lot more confidence, not only from knowing she is understood better by our 
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Customers, but that we took the time and effort to provide her what she needed.”  

 

Recommendations:   

 

⚫ When speaking with a customer (or anyone else for that matter), be careful about 
making an assumption about their nationality. You may be 'close', but with the 
relations, many countries have, even (and perhaps in particular) those that share the 
same border, 'close' does not count with accents.  
 

⚫ Almost anyone, though this is particularly applicable to commercial collections) will 
appreciate your taking the time and effort to speak a few words in their language. 
You may have someone in your department or elsewhere in your company who can 
help. If not, there are lots of organizations and individuals you can contact, the 
library and Internet too, that can help you with a few keywords or phrases.  
 
How about a post-card or something similar on one of their National holidays? Don't 
you think you might stand out better if you send a card on one of 'their' national 
holidays rather than one at Christmas? (Which makes another assumption, eh – or 
‘la’ to my Malaysian friends?) 
 

⚫ I 'like' accents and I don't suggest anyone should spend a lot of time attempting to 
get rid of one. However, if the accent impedes communications, you need to get to 
work.  
 

⚫ Most collectors should speak a bit slower on the telephone. However, if you are 
speaking to someone where English isn’t their first language, or you know that ‘your 
accent’ may be difficult for some listeners, slow it down some more.  
 
Perhaps the most important time to speak slowly, more than usual, is when you are 
leaving a message and perhaps your telephone number. This is where too many 
people ‘pick up’ their speed. If people can't get 
your message right the first time, many are not going to listen to it again.  
 

⚫ Nobody, I mean NOBODY, has a name that is difficult to pronounce. It isn’t to them, 
not to their family, to their friends. It ‘may’ only be difficult for ‘you’ to pronounce. So 
never say, “Your name is hard to pronounce.” Better is, “My apologies, but I have 
some difficulty pronouncing your name.” 
 
In your notes or other records, jot down something like a.k.a. and write out how the 
name ‘sounds’.  
 

Different languages and accents are just some of the ways that it makes this little world we 

live in interesting. Just make sure that your ‘accent’ will be on collections! 
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Pithy quote of the month: 
 

“The accent is on collections”. 

 

…Tim Paulsen 
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A DAY LATE AND A DOLLAR SHORT! 
 
 

In our business of collections, we can be ‘hit’ in two ways; both of them adding up to 

undesired outstanding receivables. Some delinquent Customers will make us an offer to 

clear their account over a period of time. It was an old joke when I was working for a large 

firm that the offer from the Customer was once again, ‘a day late and a dollar short’.  

 

Now in your firm, like mine, we would not care much if it truly was just ‘a day’ and ‘a dollar’. 

In reality, it may be closer to 60 days or more late,  and several hundred or thousand short 

of the full amount due. What is a collector to do?  

 

Always keep in mind the objective:  
 

Our objective, in an effective receivables unit, is “full payment of the full amount due – 

today”. We know that for various reasons, some of them good, a few that may be 

questionable, that we will not achieve this objective. However, too many collection 

personnel make the mistake of giving up too soon, if they even attempt it in the first place.  

 

Mistake number one:  

 

“Mr. Nordic, my name is Tim Paulsen and I am calling you from the Nordic Frabistat 

Company. Some invoices are outstanding. Can we arrange for payment on your account 

today?” 

 

A statement like this one, or a variation, is made all too often in our business. We do not 

want a partial payment on the account. Sure, there will be situations where we will take 

one, and sometimes be happy to get it, but let’s not start our negotiations on a partial 

payment.  
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“Mr. Nordic, my name is Tim Paulsen and I am calling you from the Nordic Frabistat 

Company. If the information they have given me is correct, there are three past due 

invoices on your account with us totalling $23,873.45. Will you be able to courier us a 

cheque for that amount today?”  

 

A phrase such as this one, in your own words, starts off your negotiations where you want 

them.  

 
Mistake number two:  

 

When a Customer says, for whatever reason they cannot pay the full amount, too many 

collectors ask, “How much can you pay”. You are better off with the question, “How much 

are you short of the $23,873.45?” 

 

Yes, I know, some Customers will say they are short $23,873.45. However, you are still 

closer to dealing with your objective and the odds favour your getting a higher offer from a 

Customer than if you ask how much they can pay.  

 

Day late and dollar short offer: 

 

Let us say that in response, the Customer might offer to pay one of the invoices now, and 

the other two over the next thirty days.  

 

Day late and dollar short counter: 

 

“Thank you for your offer, Mr. Nordic. However, not only are you offering less than the full 

amount due today but also it is even being spread over another thirty days. That would be 

difficult for us to accept, with your account being at 43 days already.  
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It is my responsibility to work with you on this and we certainly want to keep you as a 

Customer. Let’s see what we might be able to do.”  

 

From here you have three options. You might decide to tackle the ‘day late’, the ‘dollar 

short’, or perhaps both.  

 

Examples follow –  

Day late counter:  

 

“Another thirty days to bring your account current would be too long, Mr. Nordic.  If you can 

shorten that to 15 days then I can accept your offer to clear the one invoice today.” 

 

Dollar short counter:  

 

“I can extend you to thirty days to clear the account, Mr. Nordic, but not for the two invoices. 

How about we do this. If we arrange payment of the two oldest invoices to be paid today, 

then I can allow another 30 days for the last one.”  

 
Day late and dollar short counter:  

 

“Mr. Nordic, you may have heard the old phrase ‘a day late and a dollar short’. Well, in this 

case, we are looking at quite a few days late and much more than a dollar short of the full 

amount due. I appreciate the situation you told me about, but I’m sure you will agree that 

your offer is quite different than the terms you originally agreed to when we set up your 

account. What we can do is this. If you can arrange for the two oldest invoices to be paid 

today, or at the latest tomorrow, then I can offer you another 15 days to clear the last one.” 

You will accomplish two things as a result of your improving your counter-offer to the 

Customers, tackling either or both of the days late or dollars short. Your receivables will be 

affected favourably. Secondly, but perhaps to some of us, as important, the ‘work’ of 

collections becomes more fun. And that will ‘shorten’ your day!  
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Pithy quote of the month: 
 

“Insufficiently provided; inadequately supplied; scantily furnished; lacking; not coming up to 

a reasonable, or the ordinary, standard; -- usually with of; as, to be short of money.” 

 

…definition of ‘short’ from ‘BrainyQuote’ 
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COLLECTING FROM AN ‘F.O.B’* 
 

*Friend of the Boss 

 
“Don’t you know who I am?” 

 

Six little words that have struck fear in some collectors and cause most of us to pause. Who 

would ask such a question? Well, Well, it may be a golfing buddy of the owner, someone 

who attends the same church, a neighbour, a brother-in-law and perhaps even a mistress 

of an ex-wife. (Granted, hearing from a mistress may be rare and the ex-wife may be safely 

ignored.)  

 
In my first book on collections, ‘Collect Those Debts’, there is a chapter titled  ‘Collecting 

from relatives and former friends’. Curious, isn’t it? Some folks believe as a result of a 

casual or deeper relationship with the owner or the department boss, that they have the 

‘right’ to take advantage of them. And intentionally or not, that is what the Customer is 

attempting. By the way, if you are attempting to collect an account and it turns out the 

Customer is an “F.O.Y.”, a friend of yours; you are best to turn it over to someone else in 

the department.  

 

A Customer who claims that in some form 

or fashion to be a ‘Friend of the Boss’, an 

‘F.O.B.’ for short, requires a prepared 

response to successfully collect the 

account – and to keep your job! 

 

The next four steps will go a long way in 

allowing you to handle this situation quickly 

and with the right amount of diplomacy.  

 

What does the boss say?  
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Like the Boy Scouts and the Girl Scouts, ‘be prepared’ for this tactic ahead of time. Ask 

your boss, “Are there any Customers that due to their relationship with you or the Company 

we should be treating any different than our normal policies.” Your experience and the size 

and type of company you work for may need you to go further. “If a customer asks “Don’t 

you know who I am?” and then tell you they are a neighbour, brother-in-law, etc., should we 

be referring the account to you?” 

 

There have been quite a few accounts receivable personnel in my seminars who have 

expressed their frustration concerning these types of accounts. All of them were in a 

smaller business where several customers did not pay according to the usual terms, 

because of their relationship with the owner. I believe that it is ‘their’ money, and if the 

owner is willing to be taken advantage of, that is their choice. However, the next two steps 

are important.  

 

Get it in writing 

 
Ask the boss for a memo that you can keep with your files. Explain, in gentle terms, that a 

bus could hit them and someone may be asking why certain accounts are past due and not 

followed up according to the usual guidelines.  

 

Keep two sets of books  

 
Well, not books perhaps, but at least account receivable reports. Your performance may be 

based on days past due or some other form of measurement. When you have several 

‘F.O.B.’ accounts, you should have a set with them in and one with them out. If the boss or 

anyone else is going to talk to you about your collection activity and results, you want to be 

measured on the set with the ‘friends’ taken out.  

Be ready 

 

In a previous column, I recommended that you will find particular phrases that work well for 

you and you will want to use them time and again. Here are a few designed for the ‘F.O.B.’ 
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“We are aware of your relationship with Mr. Frabistat. You will have notices that we are not 
asking you to pay any ‘sooner’ than other Customers who do not have such a relationship, 
but just according to the terms you agreed.” 
 

(The last part of that statement is important. Always talk about the ‘terms they agreed to’, 

do not use the phrase ‘our terms’.) 

 
“Well, if you work on the X Committee with Mr. Frabistat, I wouldn’t think you would care for 
him to know that you have some invoices outstanding that you are not paying according to 
the terms your firm agreed.” 
 
“Having a special relationship with our Customers is always important. However, is there 

any particular reason for the account being past due, or your ability to have it paid 

according to terms?”  

 

(Often in collecting, it is like peeling an onion. You get one layer off to find another beneath. 

Some customers will attempt to use an ‘F.O.B.’ ploy to delay payment when there is 

another, and ‘real’ reason for non-payment. You may not be able to collect successfully 

until you resolve the ‘real’ excuse.) 

 
They say when you are handed a lemon, make lemonade. If your peeler is ready, by 

following the steps I have outlined when they hand you an onion, you won’t cry – just peel 

away!  

 
Pithy quote of the month: 
- But we haven't been paid yet.  

- Is there anything you can tell me about Ah Kai?  

-  All I know he is a friend of the boss and his wife. That's all I know. 

…from the movie ‘Yi bo la beng duk’ 
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IS THAT A DISCOUNT IN YOUR POCKET 
 
…or are you just glad to see me? 
 

What is it like? 

 

Suppose you own a small department store. A particular customer spends more than 

anyone else does each month, but before walking out your door, they reach into a bin of 

merchandise and slip something into their pocket. Maybe, if their total purchases are really 

large, they even look your way and give you a wink as they walk out the door.  

 

Is this different than the customer who takes an unearned discount on their payment?  

 

I am sure the legal ramifications are different, and one might make something of the moral 

issues involved, but the effect on your business and what you may be willing to do about it 

are the same.  

 
Discounts were originally offered to reward ‘early payments’. When a customer takes a 

reward to which they are not entitled, what can you do?  

 

Avoid the problem:  

 

Not everyone offers a discount for early payment, so perhaps you can change your terms.  

 

This may be effective if there are few ‘early’ payments being made. Your position in the 

marketplace will make a difference, as well as the ‘standard industry terms’. However, if 

you have a good product or service you can change your policy. Be sure to have your 

history ready for the customer who complains about the change in your terms. The only 

ones you are likely to hear from are those who were attempting to take advantage of you 

anyway. “Mr. Hoskins, over the last six months, your firm was paying us an average of 32 
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days. The discount terms that had been in effect were for payment within 10 days. So the 

change does not affect ‘your’ method of payment.” 

 

Avoid the hassle: 

 

Ignore it! Recognize your ‘discount’ as your true selling price and don’t waste administrative 

time on accounting and follow-up. An additional bonus here is the pleasant smile you will 

exhibit for the few customers who pay you and ‘do not’ take a discount. 

 
Be pro-active with your ‘nimble’ sales staff and tell them they may want to mention to your 

customers that they don’t have to worry themselves about paying a bit later and taking the 

discount anyway. (Your sales reps are going to do this anyway, and it is nice to be a step 

ahead of them for a change.) 

 

  

Let it go – once! 

 

Perhaps it is a new customer who was not aware of your terms (sure), it is the way they pay 

everybody, or they are ‘trying you on’. Call them right away and let them know you may be 

willing to let this ‘short payment’ go, but expect terms to be followed in the future.  

 

A deal is a deal: 

 

You will expect folks with large orders or those who are buying out-of-season stock, to 

make the best deal they can. However, once that is done, a deal is a deal and the price is 

the price.  

 

From there, take whatever your normal collection action would be with a ‘short’ payment.  

 

1. With a one-time customer, for a relatively small amount, you may want to avoid the 
hassle and just write it off.  
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2. Use a letter/fax approach for small balances.  
 

3. If you report small, unpaid balances to a reporting agency, do so.  
 

4. When within a reasonable range, your account receivable staff should be making a 
telephone collection call. It is a good idea to have them practice this call ahead of time, 
think of some of the objections the customer will make and what your response will be 
to a ‘short payment’.  

 

5. Assign to an agency, preferably one that deals with smaller balances, perhaps even 
specialize in unfair discounts.  

 

Gorilla (not guerrilla) Negotiation:  

 

There is an old and not very good joke that asks, “Where does a 500 lb. gorilla sleep?” The 

answer: “Wherever he wants!” 

 

The ‘collection technique’ may not be one you care to follow if you are dealing with a VIP 

customer. Perhaps they are one of the Fortune 500, perhaps not. However, they are very 

important to your company and if you rile them, they can easily go elsewhere. Some of the 

techniques I have mentioned (except for ‘ignoring it’, which most firms use) may preserve 

your ‘honour’…and put you out of business.  

 

Is there anything you can do in these circumstances? Yes, but unfortunately, not as much, 

and without the same results.  

 

1. Know your gorilla’s habits:  
 
When your Sales Vice-President, or maybe even C.E.O. happily announces that 
you’ve landed General Motors, your job is to ensure everyone is fully aware of how 
General Motors or any other ‘biggie’ pays their bills. It sure doesn’t mean that you’re 
going to turn down the sale, and it may be tough to be heard over the celebration in 
the sales office, but you want responsible parties to know what they can expect on 
the proverbial ‘bottom line’.  
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2. You can ‘always’ negotiate:  

 
Granted, you might not be in a position of strength, but negotiations can still take 
place. When they are large enough, it is worthwhile to visit the firm and meet the 
folks face to face. Maybe you can even check up and see how they collect on their 
‘short paid bills’.  

 

If necessary, you should always be able to fall back on the moral issue. “Excuse me,” you 

might say to the Customer who slipped something into his pocket on the way out your door, 

"there appears to be an item that wasn’t on your sales slip. Would it be easier for you to 

pay for it separately?”  

Pithy quote of the month: 
 

“Is that a gun in your pocket or are you just glad to see me.” 

 

…Mae West 
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TAKE A MESSAGE 
 

Though answering machines have been around for quite a few years, it seems lately to 

have reached the point that it is a rare occasion when we can have a conversation with 

some of our Customers!  

 

Perhaps, like me, you have even been surprised and taken aback sometimes when you are 

expecting phone mail and the ‘real’ Customer picks up the receiver! This would appear to 

present a problem because we know that the squeaky wheel tends to get the grease - 

creditors who are communicating with their Customers stand a better chance of being paid.  

 

I have heard of a few firms that are attempting to get rid of phone mail and go back to the 

good ol’ days. However, memory is not perfect. Like Gladys Knight says in the song about 

memories,  ‘grass was greener, summers were warmer, and smiles were bright.’ Perhaps 

one of our blessings is to conveniently forget that everything about the good ol’ days was 

not all that good. Do you remember all of the ‘no answers’, ‘busy signals’ and messages 

taken and mangled by well-meaning but inexperienced personnel? Phone mail is not going 

to go away. It is the Pandora problem and the technology is not going back into the box. 

That is just great as far as collections are concerned! 

 

One of the voiced difficulties about phone mail is not speaking with the Customer. 

However, to the ‘Effective Collector’, one of the advantages of phone mail is ‘not speaking 

with the Customer!’  

 

Not just name, rank and serial number! 

 

Let’s say an average telephone call when you converse with a Customer, takes five 

minutes. When you reach phone mail, you can leave an appropriate message in 30 

seconds or less. It is not that you have not communicated with the Customer, you are just 

using a different medium. Where the difficulty lies is in not using the technology to its best 

advantage.  
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Never just leave your name and number and ask them to call you. They call back, maybe 

reach your phone mail and then the game of telephone tag is off and running.  

 

We know ahead of time that we will often get phone mail, so have your message prepared. 

Here is an example from a commercial collection situation where the collector has had 

many conversations with the Accounts Payable Clerk:  

 

“Hi, Bill. This is Tim at Paulsen Frabistat. I have an outstanding invoice on my desk for 
$3,220.11 that was due 15 days ago. Your order number is A332-5. Appreciate it if you can 
look into this and give me a call today or by tomorrow. I’ll save you having to look up my 
number, it is 465-0721. If I am on the line, just leave me a detailed message. Take care 
and have a good day!”  
 

The message will vary of course, but ensure you leave them sufficient information that they 

can research your query and then call you back. With luck, they will get ‘your’ phone mail 

and you’ll have it resolved in less time than a conversation when maybe Bill might have to 

call you back anyway after taking down the details.  

 

“Fine and dandy,” you might say, but “what about when they don’t call you back?” 

 

First of all, it does not mean that your message did not work. You gave them a ‘squeak’ and 

they know you are looking to resolve your past-due account. You have quite a few 

alternatives after a sufficient amount of time has gone by for them to contact you.  

 

 Leave another message. “Bill, I know you may be very busy, but this is Tim again at 
Paulsen Frabistat. I left you a message a couple of days ago but haven’t heard back 
from you. Once again, it concerns your order A332-5 for $3,220.11 that is past due. 
Please give me a call on this today.” 

 

 Send a fax or e-mail. You may decide to leave a similar message or give the Customer 
an out and write something like, “You may not have received the telephone message I 
left for you a few days ago.” 
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 Speak with or leave a telephone message with Bill’s boss. He could be swamped, 
incompetent, or at management direction, delaying payment on all invoices and you will 
want to find out why. However, you may have a long-term relationship to consider and 
there is little doubt you are going over Bill’s head. You may want to leave him a 
message to that effect and give him time to respond before you go further up the food 
chain.  

 

 Do nothing. At least for some time. You may want to consider that your phone mail 
message was a ‘reminder’ and the payment will soon be on its way.  

 

Phone mail is like a knife that will serve us or cut us depending on whether we grasp it by 

the blade or the handle.  

 

Pithy quote of the month: 
 

“The best way to be boring is to leave nothing out.” 

 

…Voltaire (he may not have been talking about leaving a message, but it is just as 

applicable.)
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GETTIN' HOT IN A COLD CITY! 
 

Last week it was my pleasure to work with a great bunch of folks who are located in a city 

with a reputation for being very cold in the winter months. I think they will raise the 

temperature.  

 

One of the challenges they, and perhaps you may face, is contacting a client on a long-

overdue account – one where they ‘really’ should have been contacted much sooner. The 

reasons do not matter much, could be the introduction of a new system, perhaps a change 

in management or internal policies.  

 

The Accounts Receivable team can expect to hear something like, ‘we never had to pay 

according to the terms before’ and ‘you never asked us to pay on time in the past’, hinting 

of even stating that the latest request for payment is ‘not fair’.    

That was then. This is now. Here is what I suggest:  

  

“Mr. Debtor, we were wrong…then. It is my job to ensure that we and 

all of our Customers will adhere to the original agreement. We don’t 

want to stay wrong, any more than one would want to continue 

driving on the wrong side of the road.”  

 

O.K., we ‘should’ have followed up sooner, so I would be willing to take some time to get 

individual accounts up to date, preferably within 60 or 90 days at the most.  

 

This month’s pithy saying:   
 

“Not only strike while the iron is hot, make it hot by striking!” 

 

…..Oliver Cromwell  
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PEEK UNDER THE BUSHEL 
  

In brainstorming with one of my clients recently, we decided to develop a certificate of 

knowledge for some of the collection officers. The programs and skills could include 

negotiating, skip tracing, systems, company policies and the like. A certificate would 

recognize their expertise, gives them something to aim for and most importantly, direct less 

seasoned members of the team in their direction.  

This great concept can go a bit further.  

When I deliver a seminar, I have found people do a better job of introducing someone else 

rather than themselves, so I’ll usually pair them up and each one introduces their partner.  

Co-workers who may have sat alongside someone for years will often express amazement, 

“I never knew that!” There is lots of hidden talent out there and too many folks don’t 

broadcast some of their skills and interests – they’ve been hiding their lights under a 

bushel.  

In collections, in addition to the expertise I mentioned at the beginning such as negotiating, 

some people may speak a different language, have lived in different countries, worked in 

different industries…the list goes on.  

You need to find an effective way to mine this information and then determine the most 

effective methods of sharing it with the rest of the folks in your department.  

In next month’s tip, I’ll go further and tell you some ways you can effectively expand this 

technique with your Customers.  

This month’s pithy quote: 
 

“Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate.  Our deepest fear is that we are powerful 

beyond measure.  It is our light, not our darkness that most frightens us.  We ask ourselves:  

Who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented, fabulous?  Actually, who are you not to be?“ 

 

….. Commencement address by Marianne Williamson, ‘Return to Love’, 1992.  
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ONE TOKE OVER THE LINE 
  

A collection manager last week asked me the optimum number of accounts for a collector 

to work in one day.  

 

This is rather like the search for the philosopher's stone and likely to be as fruitful because 

of the large number of variables. Two of them include the quality of business and software 

sophistication. 

 

He was under some pressure from upper management who were 'comparison shopping' if 

you will, to the apparent performance of other collection organizations. As long as it's 

apples to apples, the comparisons have some validity. (A McIntosh may not be a Granny 

Smith or a Golden Delicious, but maybe close enough.) 

 

Meantime, I suggested to improve and maximize performance, he should consider the 

PaulZEN Method of "one toke over the line".  

 

Folk singers Mike Brewer and Tom Shipley had a hit, just the one, with the song "One toke 

over the line". It may be difficult to know where the line is - but you know when you've 

crossed it.  

 

The same approach can work with collecting accounts. If most of your collection team will 

successfully handle 50 accounts during a specific period, then you can add 5% and put it to 

55. Still, working well? Add another 5%.  

 

It can also apply to inbound or outbound calls. If you can make ten contacts over one hour, 

then you can easily make eleven.  

 

Caution:  

You have to pay attention. Collectors will perform over and above their capability for a short 

time. Jordon and Gretzky didn't go up the court and ice at 100% effort all the time. Many of 

us can suck it up and work well under pressure for a short period.  

  

If the expectations are unreasonable and continue - quality will suffer as well as increased 

sick time and perhaps even burnout. Your team will reach a high number that they 'appear' 

to be able to handle. But you will need to know that it's one toke (or more) over the line, and 

needs to be reduced.  
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You and your company are in it for the long run so it helps to keep in mind that collection 

performance is a marathon, not a sprint.  

 

 This month's pithy quote:  
  

"Perseverance is not a long race; it is many short races, one after the other."  

 

… Walter Elliott 
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A PETER PRINCIPLE AND A TIP FROM TOM  

 

Last night I was listening to an interview of Peter Mansbridge. For those of you outside 

Canada, Peter is the seasoned and well-respected anchor for CBC television news. It is 

usually Peter who does the interviewing.      

Not this time. He was asked about some of the questions he favours during his interviews. 

He said that when he has the opportunity to talk or interview other newscasters or 

journalists, he likes to ask them how they got good and how they get better.  

He told the story of a recent interview with Tom Brokaw, asking him if he did anything, in 

particular, to prepare for national elections.  Tom mentioned that one of his techniques is to 

develop and practice the delivery of his ad-libs. “This is difficult,” Tom explained, “but not 

impossible.” He said he would get creative, trying to imagine all the possible scenarios that 

might occur and then a few good comments. He would spend a bit more time polishing the 

comments and might even practice their delivery.  

 Our collection tips from this story:  

a.) Many good collectors will ask for tips and advice when they have a difficult situation. 

However, the best of us never miss an opportunity to ask our peers in collections (and 

sales) about some of their techniques. 

 

b.) You won’t know all possible collection scenarios, but you can get ready for most of 

them. Don’t wait. Get ready, practice and polish. 

 

c.) Tom Brokaw may not be a great ad-libber, but he is a consummate professional. 

  
Pithy saying of the month: 
 
"The real winners in life are the people who look at every situation with an expectation that 

they can make it work or make it better."  

 

…..Barbara Pletcher 
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NO, IT IS YOUR MONEY!  
 

Ray is a good friend of mine and enjoys going to the racetrack every couple of weeks. Not 

just a visit you understand, but placing a few bets, a 'flutter' I've heard him say. He has had 

some success, but once he said, “I was up almost five hundred and then lost it all back. 

But, at least it was their money.” 

 

He was wrong. Once the money came across the counter it was his money. 

 

I’ve got some great clients in the Sunshine State of Florida and it’s a nice place to visit – 

most times. A couple of weeks ago I was finishing up with my new friends at the VA 

Medical Clinic, dodging Hurricane Jean and trying to get out of West Palm Beach. With 

some extra time at the airport, I met some 

folks, got to talking and eventually we told 

each other what we were doing in Florida.   

 

“You mean to tell me,” exclaimed a manager 

of Human Resources from Phoenix, “that 

you teach people how to hound and collect 

money from veterans?”  

 

I could have taken the easy road. I could 

have told her that better than 90% of the 

collection activity involves insurance firms. 

However, I’d done enough bobbing and 

weaving from Hurricane Jean and decided it 

was time to make a stand. 

 

I told her that when someone asked Willie 

Sutton, the infamous bank robber, why he robbed banks. He said, ‘Because, that’s where 

the money is’, and that Collectors, the good ones will go where the money is – the 

agreement – the individual who is responsible for payment."  

 

I didn't stop there. "There are rules and though the folks in West Palm didn’t need me to tell 

them, I recommended they go by the book. Even when they do, some folks will still 

consider it ‘hounding’ and others may refer to it as harassment. 

 

“Collect the money? Yes, that is what we cover and a ‘thank you’ would be appreciated 

because after all…it is your money. It does not belong to the VA or any branch of the 

government. It is your money!  
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If you collect for the government or something similar, you know a lot of work is with the 

‘politics’ of collection activity. We spend a lot of time working out statements and questions 

for the debtors, but it shouldn’t stop there. If you are better able to explain ownership, you 

may find there will be less resistance to reasonable collection efforts. 

 

The manager from Phoenix? I’m not sure she was convinced. I may not have had her 

agreement, but I sure got her attention and got her thinking. When we shook hands and 

exchanged business cards she said, “I seemed to recall reading somewhere that Willie 

Sutton claimed he never made that statement - the one about where the money is and the 

banks.”  

 

“Who are you gonna’ believe,” I asked, “me or some convicted bank robber?” 

 

Pithy saying of the month:  
 

“The race is not always to the swift nor the battle to the strong, but that's the way to bet.” 

 

…..Damon Runyon (and I’m sure Ray would agree!) 
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THE MEEK MAY INHERIT THE EARTH 
 
, but how long will they keep it?  
 

A couple of days ago when I was speaking to a potential client, explaining the philosophy 

that effective collections means the money and keeping the customer, I had to go a fit 

further.  

  

“That is the objective,” I told him, “We want both”.  “Good collection techniques put into 

place and improved on will get you there – most of the time. However, when push comes to 

shove, when the rubber hits the road, the knife in the mustard jar (you get the idea) we 

want the money. And…we won’t take no for an answer.” 

  

Doesn’t mean you don’t treat people diplomatically but you gotta’ have an edge to your 

voice and techniques that you can bring into play at certain stages, but sometimes even in 

the middle of a conversation.  

  

Here are two techniques out of the many we know and use:  

  

a.)   Tell ‘em:  “Mr. Barber, enough is enough. We wanted to work with you, perhaps 

going longer than we expected, but still keep you as a Customer. I’m not sure that is 

as important to us anymore.  

 

 

b.)   Don’t tell em’ – This is the lengthy pause where you don’t say anything. Think and 

focus that you have ‘given up’ keeping them as a Customer but still want to collect in 

full. Do it right and you will find there will be a change, an edge to your voice that 

may not have been as evident before.  

 

 

What about the resistance from the Customer or Member? Some of my good friends at 

MacDill Credit Union in Tampa have a poster on their wall from a popular television series 

with the headline, "Resistance is Futile!"  
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Pithy quote of the month:  
  
Blessed are the young, for they shall inherit the national debt.  

 

…Herbert Hoover  
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A SCREW IS A SCREW 
 

A few years back, ‘Paul’ a friend/professional was helping me put up some new drywall for 

a basement renovation. The job was almost complete when we ran out of drywall screws. 

Paul paused only briefly before he went to my old toolbox and came back with three or four 

different screws. He shrugged and said, “a screw is a screw”.  

  

There is something to be said for the right materials for the right job, but the different 

screws did what was asked of them and that was much better than using nothing at all. 

  

The ‘right’ collection call, one that includes all of what we teach in Zen Collections, ranging 

from the three phases, usual and unusual excuses (what you say) to tone and voice (how 

you say it) is what you want. However…a screw is a screw and a collection call is a 

collection call. The same could be said for a collection letter. Let them know you are out 

there, not going to go away and that you will stop…if they pay in full.  

  

A good collection matrix will include several different contact times and methods based on 

the balance and age of arrears. The most important is when you will make your initial 

contact. Close behind is your follow-up action. Much better to do it well, but like the folks at 

Nike say “Do It”.   

  

Pithy quote of the month:  
  

"If you would one day renovate yourself, do so from day to day.  Yea, let there be daily 

renovation."   

 

…Confucian Analects 
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TAKE YOUR PICK...AND THEN SOME! 

   

In his excellent book on the Internet for the Credit Manager (Data to Decisions), Dennis 

Gaulin reminds us of a saying: Information can be smart, fast or cheap. Pick two.  

 

You can't have it all in the world of searching for information on the Internet or the world of 

effective collections. What is effective? I contend you can have quick or you can have 

detailed. Pick one.  

 

During my programs, particularly with the folks involved in consumer collections, I mention 

that if they did 'everything' I recommend on 'every' call, they might have the smartest outfit 

in bankruptcy court.  

 

Those who don't know any better just make a short call. The length of the call made by the 

professional will be the same, but they make the right choices on what is left out, whether it 

is questions or statements.  

 

I also recommend that it is important to take every tenth call (or you pick the number) and 

give it the Full Monty, leaving out nothing. This will keep you sharp and ensure the length of 

call is made by choice rather than by egg timer.  

 
This month's Pithy Quote: 
  

"Life is short, but there is always time for courtesy."  
 
…Ralph Waldo Emerson 
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NEVER A BAD MOVE:  
 

Over the last few months an associate of mine, Munira Premji, has worked with me to 

develop and deliver ‘The Cicero Program’. It is designed to quickly improve the 

performance of new supervisors, managers and ‘keeners’.  

  

Munira knows her stuff, 

delivers it exceptionally well 

and it has been my pleasure 

to work with her. She is, 

however, as she would put 

it, ‘directionally challenged’. 

She is trying to get better 

and when she leaves a 

location, doesn’t always ask 

for directions (again). Munira 

will just set off, not without a 

glint of fear behind her 

brown eyes, determined to 

try and get from point A to B 

without hitting every letter of the alphabet along the way.  

  

She has told me, “If I’m not sure, I always turn right.” Her philosophy is that if she is lost, 

she will at least end up back ‘closer’ to where she got started. It may not have worked for 

Columbus or Lewis & Clark, but it works for Munira.  

  

During the recent hockey playoffs in Canada, the colour announcer Harry Neale often said 

about someone taking a shot at the net, “it’s never a bad move and sometimes it’s the best 

move.” 

  

Whenever you are stuck in collections – just go back to Paulsen’s rule number 1: ask for 

the money. 
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Example: Someone throws you an excuse you’ve never heard, “That is very interesting Mr. 

Columbus, but I would still appreciate your payment today. The full amount if you don't 

mind.” It is never a bad move and sometimes it's the best move! 

  
  

This month’s pithy quote:  
  
Go and wake up your luck! 

 

…Persian saying 

 

 



Tipping the Scales 

 

Tim Paulsen © Page 90 
 

 

LOCATION 
  

Some of you know that I occasionally perform in community theatre. They tend to offer me 

the parts of dim-witted and hard-drinking businessmen. Go figure.  

  

In one of the plays, “How to Succeed in Business without Really Trying”, the protagonist 

tries to impress the boss by ‘appearing’ to have stayed all night working in the office. Of 

course, the audience knew he had only arrived a few minutes earlier, messed up the desk, 

scattered a few empty coffee containers and put down his head.  

  

Our ‘hero’ showed that he did not have to ‘be’ at the office to perform.  

  

How about you? Perhaps there is a Customer or two that may only be contacted at 

irregular office hours. You ‘could’ stay late or get in early, but another option is just to work 

the account from your home or apartment. There is little point in several hours at the office 

when the needed ‘contact’ may only be five or ten minutes.  

  

1.)          If long-distance charges are involved, work out an arrangement to be reimbursed, 

perhaps monthly.  

 

2.)          Where it may be a problem, particularly on the consumer side of collections, 

make sure your call time falls within appropriate local guidelines.  

  

This is making the best of two of the W’s related to effective time management, ‘where’ 

and ‘when’. It may be most effective to reach your Customer at but you don’t have to be 

in your office. (More success and less trying. Neat, eh?)   
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Pithy Saying: 
  

The three most important words are location, location, location – 

  

…famous real estate maxim.  
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OWNERSHIP 
  

A friend of mine had his brother (a professional carpenter) helping with some renovation 

work on a house he had bought. During a somewhat 'tricky' part of the renovation, my 

friend suggested a shortcut and said it would be 'good enough'.  

  

The carpenter (bear in mind this is a brother who was doing the work at no charge) gave 

him a steady look and said, "My name goes on this work and that means no shortcuts on 

quality!" 

  

Two weeks ago a couple of my clients from Nassau were in town and we visited and toured 

a collection center for Bell Canada in Hamilton. In a call centre, 'ownership' is difficult. 

However, as Sherrie Oggy, one of the great folks at Bell explained, it is not impossible.  

  

"During the call," Sherrie explained, "any of us are expected to demonstrate that we have 

taken ownership of the situation, perhaps the challenge. It may be as simple as stating, 'I 

can help you with that', or 'I will be glad to do that for you'."  

  

Your challenge? If you're not doing it now, how can you and your associates take 

ownership? 

 

Whether a call centre or individually assigned accounts your 'name' will be on the work. 

Taking ownership of the situation or the challenge not only produces better results - but is 

also much more rewarding.  

  

Back to the delay in sending out the April tip and how it relates to ownership.  
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Last week, we were scheduled to move both home and office (new telephone numbers and 

address below). There was pressure to get out the monthly Tip but it has my name on it, 

literally, and I preferred a delay of a few days to send out something less than my best.  

  

This month's pithy quote: 
  

“The only man who sticks closer to you in adversity than a friend is a creditor.” 

 

…Author Unknown 
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A ROSE BY ANY OTHER NAME... 
  

  

 ...would smell as sweet. Shakespeare told us that in Romeo & Juliet. I suppose it's true, 

but Bill was missing the point. The name DOES make a difference. Would you rather 

send/receive a dozen roses or "kruddets"? A name can make a difference. 

 

  

Just about three weeks ago, a 

young woman attended a program 

of mine in the Niagara region. She 

registered as a Customer Service 

Representative. Within four days of 

my seminar, she was Vice-

President of the very same 

company.  

  

Am I good or what?  

  

Well...it helps that it was a very small company. It helps even more that her father was the 

president/owner of the company.  

  

"And your point," you might ask.  

  

Customers will be speaking on the telephone or in-person to the very same person in the 

same office - but she will be much more effective when they know they are speaking to a 

vice-president in the organization.  

  

How can this help in collections? Do you have account receivable clerks or 'collection 

officers', is it a collection department or 'risk assessment & management'. When some 
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people asked to speak to a manager in many of my departments, most (but not all) of my 

team were allowed to say they WERE the manager.  

  

You can do a lot with names, whether individual or department, that will 'sweeten' the 

collection pot.   

  

This month's pithy quote:  
  

"Names are an important key to what society values. Anthropologists recognize naming as 

'one of the chief methods for imposing order on perception.' 

 

…David S. Slawson  
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IT’S ALL IN THE TIMING 
  

 My wife and I were thinking of buying a new mattress, but we're waiting for Sleep Country 

Canada to have a sale! 

  

You Canadians out there will 'get the joke', but for those of you living in other countries, 

allow me to explain. 'Sleep County Canada' with their president and spokesperson, 

Christine McGee, advertises extensively and they ALWAYS have a sale.  

  

Perhaps they have a good product, but when you know there will be another sale next 

week and the week after, there isn't much to nudge you into their store today.  

  

You can have a sale on a 'collection settlement'. 

  

"Mr. Sutton, this is a long outstanding account. I've convinced my Director to offer you a 

special settlement to get it settled. We're willing to take 80% of the balance and consider it 

closed. However, it must be paid within the next three days."  

  

If someone knows or believes they could settle with you 'anytime' there is no pressure to go 

into your store 'today'.  

  

This month's pithy quote:  
  

"You pile up enough tomorrows, and you'll find you've collected a lot of empty yesterdays." 

 

…Harrold Hill 
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MORE POWER! 
 

Paulsen’s Rule #6 

  

 If you were a fan of Star Trek, you will remember there were two things that Captain Kirk 

often said to Scotty, the engineer. One was ‘beam me up’ and the other was ‘we need more 

power’.  

  

With the latter request, Scotty never said, “Aye, Captain” and reached over to turn up the 

power. Never. It was always something like, “we canna’ do it, the ship won’t handle it 

Captain”…but they ALWAYS got more power.  

  

Let’s suppose a customer calls you with an offer to clear a past-due balance within the next 

month. Perhaps their offer is reasonable. However, keep in mind; rarely, the first offer from 

anyone is their best. Go for ‘more power’, counter with a request for a shorter time frame or 

larger initial payment. Our research indicates that you will get it about 60% of the time!   It’s 

not only more effective, but it is also a lot more fun! 

  

 This month’s Pithy Quote:   
 

“Fall seven times, get up eight.”  

 

…Japanese Proverb 
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WHAT’S GOING ON? 
 

Nearly thirty years ago, musical artist and recording star Marvin Gaye asked this question 

in one of his most popular songs.  

 

If you are like most organizations, you would like to make improvements in the productivity 

of yourself and that of your Associates in your credit or collection department. Before any 

significant progress can be made you need to know ‘what’s going on’ right now.  

 

No sugar coating on this one 

 

There is work involved in finding out just what you and others are doing with your time. 

Take yourself for example. You may believe you know what takes up your day, but it has 

been my experience as a consultant that none of us (me included) ‘know’ how our workday 

is divided.  

 
After you! 

 

This is one of those programs we are tempted to ask our subordinates to perform on 

themselves. There are benefits to their involvement, but I highly recommend you use this 

system on yourself first. Afterwards, you will be able to tell them from first-hand experience 

the benefits you received.  

 

You could hire a consultant to sit beside you and keep track of what is done and how much 

time is spent on each item. It will be the most detailed and correct report, but expensive. 

Another method is to keep track of yourself. Simply have a couple of columns on a piece of 

paper. They would include “What” and “Time”. List the individual task you are performing 

and the total time spent on it. Keep this list over five business days and list everything. Yes, 

everything. The list is only for yourself, and if you take time out to determine what you will 

and will not list, it becomes slow and cumbersome.  
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Some time can be saved when you are keeping the list because you will find you do not do 

that many different things during a regular business day. Perhaps you receive many calls 

from customers during the day. You do not have to write out this information in full under 

the ‘what’ category. Just write number one beside it the first time. Next time you have a call, 

just write the number one again. It will save you some time. Try to be as accurate with your 

time, without using a stopwatch.  

 

Where this system fails:  

 

You may have tried this sort of thing in the past. Something comes up during the day and 

later on in the afternoon, you happen to glance at the corner of your desk and see the list 

that you have ignored for the last few hours. We tend to say to ourselves, “O.K., I’ll start it 

again tomorrow morning.” Perhaps we do start again the next day, but something comes up 

once again, or even right at the start of the morning and an effective system of recording 

your events is lost.  

 

Overcoming the failure:  

 

Let’s go back a bit. You look over at your list in the afternoon and see you haven’t written 

anything down for the last few hours. Pick it up right then and backfill as much information 

as you can. Write down the events and the time that you spent on them. Then, continue 

with your recording.  

 

The Summing up: 

 

Not this article, but your information. Once you have your completed recording, summarize 

all the items and list the total time spent on them. Do not worry if the total time you have 

recorded is 33 hours and you worked 45. Once again, you don’t need a stopwatch. 

However, if you worked 45 hours and can only account for 12, you will not get as much 

benefit out of the next phase.  

 

There has got to be a better way! 
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Ask yourself some questions about the items on your list. Most of them should begin with 

one of the 5 W’s: who, what, where, when, and why.  

 

1) Who can do that job more effectively than you?  
 
Perhaps someone else can do it cheaper; maybe they can do it better. Often we 
consider delegation, but you may have a peer who can take a task and handle it better 
than you, and in return, you take something of theirs.  
 

2) What is a better way to do it?  
 
This is the big one. There is almost always a better way. If you or your staff are still 
using computer reports or cards to record and follow up your delinquent accounts there 
are significant gains to be made with software programs. Phone mail will not go away. 
Are you or your people leaving appropriate messages so that business can be done 
‘using’ phone mail or is it only being used to leave a name and telephone number? How 
are standard excuses being handled? Are you ‘thrown’ when someone tells you 
something you haven’t heard before. The list goes on and never ends. There will always 
be room for improvement.  
 

3) Where is the best place to perform a task?  
 
You may feel you are shackled to a desk, but you are not. Perhaps there is a report you 
need to complete and you could have it done in 45 minutes of uninterrupted time. But, if 
your office is like most, you do not get any serious periods that do not have 
interruptions. It is not just the five-minute interruption that is the problem. It is getting our 
thoughts back to where they were. Is there any empty office or meeting room that isn’t 
being used? Leave work and go around the corner to the local library. Once you start 
thinking along these lines, you will find lots of options.  
 

4) When is the best time for the task?  
 
Some are scheduled, but a lot can be ‘placed’ into a schedule. There are two important 
questions concerning timing. One involves you. When are you at your ‘personal best’ for 
a particular task? If there is a difficult Customer to deal with, you may find that between 
10:00 a.m. and 11:30 a.m. will find you at your sharpest. The second question involves 
the task itself. Weekly meetings are a good example. Too many firms choose the 
absolute worst time to schedule a weekly meeting - 9:00 a.m. on Monday. People will 
spend the first few minutes or so talking about their weekend and how long will the 
meeting go on? Well, you’ve got all day, even all week. I have found that Friday 
afternoon is a better time. You will cover the important items and then everyone is out of 
there, ready to hit the ground running on Monday morning.  
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5) Why do it at all?  
 
In every credit and collection organization in which I have performed consulting, I have 
found tasks that may have been important at one time but could be stopped now and 
nobody would know. Nobody would care.  
 

 

All right, you may be thinking, this sounds like a good method to improve productivity and 

I’ll start tomorrow. That is only a good starting point if you are reading this article at home. If 

you are at your office, put down the magazine and pull out a piece of paper. Put in two 

columns: What and Time. After all, yesterday would have been too late to start; yet here it 

is today and… 

Pithy quote of the month: 
 
“I don’t wait for moods. You accomplish nothing if you do that. Your mind must know it has 

got to get down to work.” 

 

…Pearl S. Buck 
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SEVEN FACES OF DR. LAO 
 

One day last week I was at the Hollywood Canteen on The Danforth in Toronto and saw a 

poster for 'The Seven Faces of Dr. Lao'. It's a movie from 1964 and stars Tony Randall. It 

reminded me of the many faces that may be necessary for successful collections.  

 

Here are a few of them:  

 

'PUT ON YOUR GANG FACE', Eldon told me. This was a couple of years ago when I was 

consulting with a firm in Detroit and I was tagging along with Eldron who was scheduled to 

collect or turn off some services.  

 

Lesson: You don't call a delinquent customer 'expecting' there will be trouble, but 

you should always be prepared,  

 

SAVING FACE - 'The customer needs to save face'. This was said by Steve Coyle who is 

an expert in Asian collection techniques. The place was Kuala Lumpur and Steve took the 

time to tell me that while my assertive collection skills would save time, and maybe even 

collect money - they would harm customer retention.  

 

Lesson: We ALL need to save face ('Give the Dog a Good Name', was a chapter in 

Dale Carnegie's book), but with some individuals or cultures we need to go further 

and apply the platinum rule rather than the golden rule. 

      

FACE THE MUSIC -   Often in my consulting role, I see too many people sending the same 

letters or leaving the same messages - time and again. I guess they're expecting different 

results.  

 



Tipping the Scales 

 

Tim Paulsen © Page 103 
 

Lesson: Many of us might agree that a good definition of insanity is doing the same 

thing and expecting different results. Face the music and turn to it faster.  

      

ABOUT FACE - Up the volume on that music! In collections, the natural tendency is to get 

a bit more direct and assertive with the customers who haven't responded to our previous 

messages. I have  

some success using a much softer approach, just before the write-off stages.  

 

Lesson: It is softer but still DIFFERENT. The gradual increase in volume hadn't been 

successful and while a softer one shouldn't work - it often does.  

 

NORTH FACE - Many of you know this was a brand that was established back in the late 

sixties in California. The name came about because, in the northern hemisphere, the North 

Face of a mountain is more likely to be the steepest, coldest, and most difficult face to 

climb. 

 

Lesson: Anyone can collect from a customer who has the money and is co-

operative. Not much glory there. Someone in your department or firm (maybe you) 

dealt with the Customer from hell this month and deserves some recognition. Time 

to get a  North Face jacket or trophy and recognize the achievement.  

 

Maybe you're thinking of other 'faces' that may apply to collections? If so, send me an e-

mail. I'll select the best one (I'm the judge) and the winner gets a copy of the 1940 movie 

'Hold That Woman'.  

 

It is NOT a great movie, but the tag line reads, 'A Laff-Drama of Budgets and Bill 

Collectors!' It's a lot of fun to see how people (at least Hollywood) viewed the collection 

business back in those days.  
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Pithy quote of the month: 
 
May the sunshine warm upon your face and the rain fall softly on your field. 

 

…Meridith Wilson - The Music Man 
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PRAIRIE DOG PERFORMANCE 
 

Elizabeth Verwey is a friend and an associate of mine in the speaking business. She is the 

author of “The Mentor’s Circle”, due for publication in the Spring. (I’ll let you Tippers know 

when it is available.) 

  

Just yesterday, I participated in a performance experiment on productivity with Elizabeth, 

using one of the support tactics covered in her book. Starting at 8:30 a.m. and running for 

the rest of the morning, we spoke with each other once each hour. “What are your plans 

over the next 60 minutes? Did you do what you said you were going to do? If not, what did 

you do that was more important?”  

 

We didn’t take a lot of time with the answers because they were not the point of the 

exercise. The point was the focus on performance.  

 

Something funny happens once you tell somebody what your plans are for the next hour – 

you’re pretty much stuck on doing them. Sure, there may be a necessary change, but I 

found it was only the necessary changes that were allowed. When you know you’ll be 

speaking to someone about what you have been doing (not in months or even weeks, but 

no more than an hour, boy do you focus! 

 

The prairie dog has only one 

defence. They raise the alarm 

and then disappear. However, 

when we pop our heads up 

(many of us from cubicles, very 

much like the prairie dog), there 

is the opportunity for more. Much 

more.  

 

1.) Get a buddy:  
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The two of you might work in the same department or company, but it isn’t a 
requirement.  
 
By the way, this works on all levels, whether you are a collector, supervisor, credit 
manager or consultant. Your buddy doesn’t have to be a peer, but it helps.  
 

2.) Schedule: 
 
Agree on a half-day, morning or afternoon, within the next two weeks.  
 

3.) Dog it! 
 
Agree on who calls whom and at what time. Keep it short. If you have regular 
conversations with this individual, cover your usual topics another time. Your 
objectives for the next hour might be for contacts with debtors, the amount collected 
or some other performance measurement.  
 

4.) Make it better! 
 
See what worked in this exercise for you and what you may need to change. (Got 
the right buddy? Were you motivated yourself?)  
 

Need a buddy to try this experiment? Just send me a note with “Prairie Dog 

Performance” in the subject line. I’ll take the first two that respond and we’ll make some 

immediate plans to improve our productivity! 

 

This Month’s Pithy Saying:  
 

“Cry havoc, and let slip the prairie dogs of war!”  

 

– with apologies to Bill Shakespeare.  
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CRAZY? LIKE A FOX!  
 
Our film industry in Canada is not large but we have managed to turn out some gems over 

the years. Last year, a wonderful film, “C.R.A.Z.Y.” was delivered to us by the talented 

director Jean-Marc Vallée. After viewing the film recently, I got into a discussion with some 

folks about words like 'crazy' and 'insane'.  

 

We couldn't manage to agree on what is 'crazy' or what is 'sane', but we did agree that a 

reasonable definition of 'insanity' was trying to do the same thing – and expect different 

results. If that wasn't bad enough, I have discovered that sometimes, in life and the 

business of collections, using the same technique will produce worse results.  

 

Not too long ago, my son Chris took a tour of the Toronto Humane Society on River Street 

in Toronto. He noted they had a St. Bernard up for adoption and knowing my wife and I are 

partial to dogs, gave me a call. I took a drive down to their office the next day, but the St. 

Bernard was gone. (A day late and a dollar short, eh?) However, I did take notice of a 

Bassett hound name 'Duke', about 17 months old who was looking for a good home.  

 

The report outside his 'cell' said he was friendly, house-broken, but could use some 

additional training.  He was friendly. However, he had a rather 'cavalier' attitude in regards 

to his 'house-breaking', he knew 'what to do and where', but it depended on his mood. As 

far as some additional training is concerned – it became almost a full-time job. I will give the 

folks at the Humane Society the benefit of the doubt for truth in advertising, but one out of 

three? 

 

The result was that we had to start from scratch with most training, including teaching him 

how to go for a walk. He was a strong dog and it took all of my strength just to try and pull 

him back and keep up with him. It didn't appear I was slowing him down, if anything I think I 

was just building his strength! (If we kept walking the same way and I used the same 

technique of trying to pull him back, the results would just get worse – he would be stronger 

and his 'training of me' reinforced.) 
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I conducted some research on training and an expert told me that one of the best 

techniques in this type of situation is to stop dead in my tracks when he wanted to pull. I 

was letting him know that as long as he was 'pulling', we were not going to go anywhere. 

On a few occasions, I would even turn and go in the opposite direction. It took patience and 

it took time, but he got the message and altered his behaviour.  

 

(By the way, “Duke” was a bit different than a standard Basset Hound. Though his legs 

were short, they were perhaps twice as long as you might expect from his breed. Some 

research on the Internet on dog breeds suggested he might be a “Spanish Basset Hound”, 

but I tried some Spanish commands on him and they didn't work either!) 

 

For some debtors, it seems you resolve their excuse and they just come up with another 

and they have a lot more where that came from. Sometimes in our business, it seems we 

are professional onion peelers, get one layer off and there is another.  

 

We can keep on with resolving the excuses they offer us, but sometimes I get the feeling it 

is only making it worse – just improving their creativity.  

 

 Time to stop in your tracks: 
 

“Mrs. Debtor, this just isn’t going to do. It doesn’t matter what I say in trying to help you 

resolve this account, you just try and pull another rabbit of an excuse out of the hat.” 

 

 How about walking in the opposite direction: 
 

You may add this to the previous statement or use it on its own. “I appreciate the difficulties 

you are facing, but I’m looking to arrange full payment today of $ (full amount due).  

 

Will it work? Let me put it this way, it worked with Duke, my Spanish Basset Hound and if it 

worked with him – it should work with anybody. On other occasions, if it does not get you 

the money owed, it will at least let them know in no uncertain terms that you are not going 

to play 'their' game and blithely follow in any direction they want to go. Put ‘em on notice.  
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Pithy quote of the month: 
 
“Insanity is doing the same thing over and over and expecting different results.” 

 

…Albert Einstein 
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WE WERE WRONG...THEN! 
 

One of the neat aspects about this business of ours – collections, is that you can never be 

quite sure of the reaction you'll get when you call a delinquent customer.  

On more than one occasion, I have worked with clients who are obliged to contact some 

long outstanding delinquent accounts. A few of them had gotten into the habit of having to 

take a really deep breath and hold the telephone receiver away from their ear once they 

introduce themselves to the customer and tell them why they are calling.  

Because the customer may not be delinquent? Not at all. Some of the calls that require 

some expertise include those where the customer has been delinquent for a longish period 

and we really should have called them much sooner and another is when we are contacting 

them when they are past due – but they don't see it the same way (But, I always pay at 60 

days!) 

One of the challenges that some of my clients and perhaps you may face, is contacting a 

client on a long-overdue account – one where they ‘really’ should have been contacted 

much sooner. The reasons do not matter much, could be the introduction of a new system, 

perhaps a change in management or internal policies.  

The Accounts Receivable team can expect to hear something along the lines of: “Why are 

you calling me now? We never had to pay according to the terms before”, or “You never 

asked us to pay on time in the past” and of course the old standby: “We pay all of our bills 

at 75 days.” Some of them are hinting that you are being less than fair. Others go beyond 

hinting and let you know in no uncertain terms that it's just not fair for your firm to expect 

them to pay on time. 

There is some good news here. If you and your team learn how to handle this type of call 

right, you may never have to speak to this (delinquent) customer again! 

Here is what I suggest:   

“Mr. Debtor, you are right and we may have been wrong...back then...to not follow up with 

you when your accounts payable person ell didn't adhere to your original agreement. I'm 

sure you will agree though that two wrongs don't make a right.  

It is my job to ensure that we and all of our Customers will adhere to the original 

agreement. We don’t want to stay wrong, any more than one would want to continue driving 

on the wrong side of the road.”  

 

(Note: Your style, customers, type of business you are in, your country and even urban vs. 

rural will tell you how effective some of these 'homilies' may work. If you have the Vice 
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President of Accounts Payable on the other end of the line, I suggest you cut back a bit or 

eliminate it.) 

Though your objective is to get them to pay the outstanding account now and keep up to 

date in the future, you have another card to play if necessary. “Even though this account 

and many others before it should have been paid sooner, we are willing to take some time 

to get this individual account up to date. Are you in agreement that between us we can 

have it current within the next 60 days...90 at the most?” 

Hold the telephone away when you call? Not when you are fully ready to handle the excuse 

for non or delayed payment.  

Pithy quote of the month:  
 
“Not only strike when the iron is hot, make it hot by striking!”  

 

…Oliver Cromwell 
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THE LAST OF THE COLLECTION LETTERS 
 

Our most effective collection efforts will be made on the telephone and occasionally calling 

on the customer in person. Other contacts will be made by letter, fax and e-mail, but we 

recognize that it doesn't have the same quick two-way communication or the sense of 

urgency.  

 

However, letters do have their place and can be effective if used at the right time to convey 

the right message. Most of us know this includes the early stages of collection activity when 

we want to remind and perhaps prod a customer for a payment. Another effective stage for 

a letter can the last or almost last contact with your delinquent customer. On these sombre 

occasions, a collection letter may convey the message that they have just about exhausted 

any reservoir of goodwill and 'further' and more serious action is about to be taken. The 

letter medium helps to deliver the message that 'this time' you 'really mean it'.  

 

This technique is based on what my history books referred to as “The French/Indian War”3 

as depicted in a movie.  

 

In August of 1757, the French army with Canadian militia and various Indian tribes 

surrounded and conducted a siege of Fort William Henry. The British negotiated a 

surrender, and before long they began a march towards Fort Edward. 

 

In the movie, it was shown that the Indian allies of the French were none too happy when 

the hostilities ceased.  Many of them were looking for a good fight and the plunder that had 

been promised to them from the French. They were determined to get it one way or another 

and began attacking the retreating British. The reports at the time indicated a very large 

number of people were massacred but historians figure the number was in the 150 range. 

 

In the 1992 move, 'Last of the Mohican's', the action was a bit more sinister than untrained 

allies getting out of hand, wanting others to have a bad hair day.  In the film, General 

Montcalm expresses displeasure to one of his supporters that he'll just have to fight the 

same British troops again later. Serious eye contact is made and the rest is left to the 

viewer's imagination. 

 

How many times do you want to fight the same battle with the same opponent? 

 

 
3 I'm sure the French history books and the Indian legends called it something else.  
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That happens to us a lot in collections and it's not unexpected. A lot of the same folks will 

be past due again and again. Sometimes we figure that's just the business - but there will 

be times when we figure enough is enough. 

 

When I was the Mortgage Collection Manager for a large Trust company we decided the 

old letters just weren't doing it for us. Historically, people might let other bills slip but they 

always paid their mortgage on time. If they couldn't, they would call to explain and let you 

know how they would 'make it right'. 

 

After a period of high-interest rates, a lot of people seemed to be taking their mortgage 

payment responsibility rather lightly and we took a stronger approach with some of them. 

The message we delivered included:  

➢ Over the last two years, your mortgage has been in a past due situation on X 
occasions 

➢ Please bring your mortgage up to date no later than 3:00 pm. On XX date.  
 

➢ Once your mortgage is current, we encourage you to ensure future payments are 
made on time and honoured by your financial institution.  
 

➢ If this is not the case, we will not contact you further by letter or telephone but assign 
your account directly to our attorneys for appropriate action to commence”.  
 

It is a strong message, but please keep in mind we were willing to work with our customers 

who may have found themselves in a difficult situation. This letter was directed to those 

individuals who we determined were playing a form of cash management – with our money. 

As a result, we did not have to fight the same battles time and again.  

Pithy quote of the month: 
 
Giving up doesn't always mean you are weak; sometimes it means that you are strong 

enough to let go. 

 

…~Author Unknown 
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WHO HAS EXPERIENCED COLLECTORS?    
 

You do.  

 

If you have e-mail, you have likely been told you can qualify for a certificate from a 

prestigious institution for a B.A., M.B.A., or other degrees just by applying with your 

experience. I may have been a bit too quick to dismiss these in the past. Don't get me 

wrong, I'm not about to apply for a worthless M.B.A., from an unknown university, but the 

concept...now that is a different story.   

 

Not too long ago, I was assisting one of my clients in the development of a career-

enhancing program for the members of their collection team. There were several programs 

we discussed, discarded a few and developed others to completion. I'd like to say we had a 

perfect score on those we put into place, but that would not be true.  

 

In some cases, circumstances changed. On a few occasions, we may have asked the 

trainers or those on the receiving end to stretch a bit too far. And of course, there were one 

or two ideas that sounded great in brainstorming but should have been left in the meeting 

room.  

 

The most successful idea we implemented from the meeting was suggested by the training 

manager for the client. “A lot of the time,” she said, “We already have experienced 

collectors, they just may not have been trained in our methods and procedures. Even for 

some of those who attend our programs and receive a certificate, don't always display them 

in plain sight.  Too often people don't know where the expertise already lies within their co-

workers.”  

 

When I deliver a seminar, if the class isn't too large, I have the participants pair up and 

introduce each other.  In addition to the usual name and company, I have the people 

include what I refer to as 'the important stuff', like a hobby or one thing people likely don't 

know about them. Even with an in-house program, co-workers who have sat alongside 

someone for years will often express amazement, saying, “I never know that,” and “If only I 

had known last week...”.  
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Our successful program included certificates for specific programs, but also recognized 

other areas of expertise and experience that if shared, could help achieve our objectives. 

What did we include? Here are just a few from our list:  

 

⚫ Languages 
⚫ Countries lived in 
⚫ Companies worked for 
⚫ Hobbies 
⚫ Most difficult collection challenge 
⚫ The most unusual collection excuse they ever heard (and how they responded) 

 
Certificates? Could be – why not have some fun with these. “The University of Hard 

Knocks” or “Delinquency U”. What makes up the qualifications? You and your folks decide. 

Of course, your list may be a bit different and if you are in a small department, don't limit 

yourself to accounts receivable. The sales team and others could be included too. Your list 

may be different, but you'll know you are having some success when you hear fewer “If 

only” and more sounds of the cha-ching of the cash register! 

Pithy quote of the month:  
 
Good decisions come from experience, and experience comes from bad decisions. 

 

…Author Unknown 
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CROSSING THE LINE TO COLLECT MORE MONEY 
 

How many roads must a man walk down, before they call him a man?  

 

It is a difficult question, lifted from a folk song, “Blowin’ in the Wind”, back in the ’60s. It was 

a very popular tune and well sung by the trio of Peter, Paul and Mary. Like a lot of the 

songs back ‘in the day’, questions were asked but you had to figure out your answers.   

 

 

How many accounts can a collector work effectively? 

A more difficult question and credit and collection 

managers have been trying to get the answer to this 

one since the ‘60’s – the 1860s! 

 

In some respects, it is rather like the search for the 

philosopher’s stone and likely to be as fruitful 

because of the large number of variables. Two of 

them include the quality of business and the 

sophistication of software. If you are a small or 

medium-sized business and not using CMS 

(collection management software), like Collect ©, 

then there is no way you can expect to have the higher productivity of your competitors. 

 

Don’t make the mistake of thinking that your competitor is only the business across town 

that sells a product or a service similar to yours. When one of your accounts is past due, 

your competition is EVERY other firm or individual to whom they owe money! 

 

A collection manager, under pressure from upper management, asked me the ‘how many’ 

question. He was shopping around, checking the apparent performance of other collection 

organizations. Keep in mind if you’re doing some comparison shopping for performance, as 

long as it’s apples to apples, the comparisons will have some validity.  (A McIntosh may not 

be a Granny Smith or a Golden Delicious, but it may be close enough.)  
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“But, don’t wait,” I told him. “Regardless of the number you find, you should be able to 

improve the productivity of your collection team by using the PaulZEN method of ‘One Toke 

Over the Line’”. This is from another song, this one by folks singers Mike Brewer and Tom 

Shipley. They had a hit, just the one, with the title, “One Toke Over the Line.” It may be 

difficult to know where the line is – but you know when you’ve crossed it. 

 

The same approach can work with collecting accounts. If most of your collection team 

members will successfully handle 50 accounts during a specific period, then you can add 

5% and increase to 55. Still, managing well after some adjustments? O.K., add another 5%.  

 

The same concept will apply to inbound or outbound calls. If you can make ten contacts 

over one hour, then you can easily make eleven.  

 

Adjustments are required: 
 

Just like any other profession, collectors can and will perform above their capability for a 

short period. In a crisis, crunch time like month or year-end, all of us can crank it up a notch 

or two – or even three. Michael Jordan and Wayne Gretzky didn’t go up the court and the 

ice at 100% effort all the time. If the expectations are unreasonable and continue – quality 

will suffer as well as increased sick time and employee turnover.  

 

Your team will reach a high number that they appear to be able to handle, but you as an 

effective manager need to recognize that it’s one toke (or more) over the line and needs to 

be reduced.  

 

You and your company are in it for the long run so it helps to keep in mind that collection 

performance is a marathon, not a sprint.  
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Pithy quote of the month:  
 
“Perseverance is not a long race; it is many short races, one after the other.” 

 

…Walter Elliott 
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A COLLECTION PETER PRINCIPLE 
 

Bridging a collection tip 
 

A few months ago, I was listening to an interview with Peter Mansbridge. For those of you 

who live outside of Canada, Peter Mansbridge is the seasoned and well-respected anchor 

for CBC television news. On most occasions, it is an unflappable and ‘very cool’ Peter who 

does the interviewing.     

  

This time was different. He was asked, “What are the questions you favour most when you 

conduct your interviews?” He said that he enjoys the opportunities to talk with and to 

interview his peers, newscasters or journalists. He uses a direct approach and isn’t coy with 

them, asking ‘how did you manage to get good at what you do’ and ‘is there anything you 

do to get better’? 

 

Peter provided the story of an interview he had conducted not long before with Tom 

Brokaw. One of Tom’s specialties is providing ‘colour commentary’ during national 

elections. Peter asked him if he did anything in particular to prepare himself. Tom 

mentioned that one of his techniques is to develop and practice the delivery of his ad-libs. 

“Some folks may tell you this is impossible,” Tom explained. “It is difficult; no double about 

it, but it can be done.”  

 

Here is what he would do: 

 

“I’ll get creative,” he said, “and spend a lot of time trying to imagine ALL the possible 

scenarios that might occur – and some of them will be pretty much off the wall.  Then, I’ll 

pose the question to myself, ‘what do you think about that’. Some of my first responses are 

pretty good, but I’ll spend time polishing some others. For some of those, I’ll even practice 

delivery.” 

 

Tom added that the specific situation may not occur, but if it does – he is ready for it, if 

something close occurs, he is going to be quicker off the mark than he would have 
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otherwise. If nothing remotely close to his practice occurs, no matter, he’s had the benefit 

of some good practice for ‘thinking on your feet’ – always being ready. 

 

How can we apply this technique to collections? 
 

Go the extra mile:  
 
The best ‘professionals will do this and sometimes it almost seems no matter what they are 

doing – they are always working. Many good collectors will ask for tips and advice when 

they have a difficult situation. However, the best of us never miss an opportunity to ask our 

peers in collections (and sales) about some of their techniques. 

 

What’s the worst that could happen: 
 
We can get jaded in our business and perhaps cynical, but it is best to consider the worst 

scenarios before we pick up the telephone. What reasons are they going to throw at us for 

NOT paying their account? Ask yourself what you think about that – and like Brokaw, even 

practice some of your delivery. A professional is good at thinking on their feet – even when 

sitting down.  

 

Get a coach:  
 

The producers and their assistants won’t be too far away from those folks who are asking 

the questions. The interview will be receiving tips and suggestions in a note, during a break 

or perhaps through their earpiece. You don’t think Barbara Walters thought up all those 

questions herself, did you? O.K., maybe the one about ‘what kind of tree would you want to 

be’, no producer in their right mind will take ownership for that one, but for most of the 

others, she had help. 

 

How about having your coach with you – all the time? The typical excuses you hear, the 

right questions and some added tips & techniques can ‘literally’ be at your fingertips with 

our product S.A.G.E. You can even develop your responses (coach yourself, like Tom did). 

The odds are you won’t have to use it more than once to pay for your investment – after 

that it’s gravy.  
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Pithy quote of the month:  
 
Her adlib lines were well-rehearsed. 

...Rod Stewart 
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AN EXTENDED VISIT...TO THE DARK SIDE. 
 

A few months back, Tori, one of the managers with a favourite client called me and asked if 

I would conduct a series of seminars on the subject of "Accounts Payable". She knew that 

my usual topic was, 'Collections', or 'Accounts Receivable'. 

 

"Sounds almost the same,” she said. “How much different can it be?" 

 

Most of you out there know that the short answer is: “A lot!” I'm always talking about 

expanding knowledge, so for many different reasons, I took the assignment. 

 

I've been a professional speaker and trainer for some years and some folks tell me I'm 

pretty good at it, but there was a lot of work involved: reading, interviewing, general 

research and then putting together a program. I've completed about one-third of the 

series of twelve one-day seminars. It has paid off 'big-time'. 

 

Somebody said that the best way to learn about a subject is to teach it. My knowledge of 

accounts payable has increased - but that isn't the biggest benefit. As I'm returning to 'our' 

side of the table, my understanding and knowledge of what many of my clients and 

customers face is going to make me a better trainer and collector.  

 

We often talk about trying to understand the other person's point of view, but most of the 

time (me included) it is just talking. We need to go 'walk-about' in our customers' shoes and 

the very best way to learn about a subject is to teach it. 

 

You may find a benefit too, visiting your dark side. Perhaps it is staff and management of 

accounts payable you often deal with, but it could be others and you don't have to teach a 

course: 
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➢ Go to a seminar on “Accounts Payable. Embarrassed? Tell 'em you're from a 
different department and wear a disguise if necessary :) 
 

➢ Pick up a book or two on the subject, check sites on the Internet for Accounts 
Payable Associations.  
 

➢ Your 'dark side' could be a small business, engineers, the purchasing department. 
Join a group. Some good advice I received was to always belong to two groups: one 
of your peers and one of your customers.  
 

➢ Take a walk down to the A/P department in your own company. Ask if  
you can share some information (everybody wins) 
 

What do you gain from a better understanding of their point of view? It won't be an 

agreement – at least not necessarily. But you will have a better understanding of the other 

person's point of view and they will know you have listened to them! 

 

This month's pithy quote  
 

 "Powerful you have become, the dark side I sense in you." 

 

…The philosopher, Yoda 
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PAY ATTENTION  
 

Over the last few weeks, I have spent a fair amount of time in rush hour traffic. A lot of the 

time, when a driver is not reacting to slowing down, speeding up or offering the appropriate 

signal for a turn, you can see they are talking on a cell phone. Most of us have heard or 

read the studies on the folks who drive and talk on the telephone at the same time. There 

doesn't seem to be much doubt that reaction time is reduced, and using a hands-free 

device doesn't seem to help. Even younger drivers, those who would normally have the 

quickest reflexes, drove like 70-year-olds. It’s one thing to be careful, but ‘older driver 

types’, hit the brakes more often, don't get to them on time in the first place and take a lot 

longer to regain speed.  

Collections can be a tough enough business. Toss in a few distractions when we are on the 

telephone and a 'seasoned' collector may become too old for the job – real quick. They may 

stop when they don't need to, spend longer on the telephone than necessary and wrap time 

extends. Both the quality and the quantity of collection performance will suffer.  

You may not have an office where you can close a door and not face any interruptions. 

However, the odds are you can make some strides to start improving your reaction time, 

rather like a drink from the fountain of youth. (Ponce de Leon would turn green with envy.) 

  
➢ Schedule the calls when you must be on your toes to when you’ll have the least 
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amount of distractions. Perhaps it is before most folks arrive or after they leave. It 
may be during lunch hour.  
 

➢ Some of you will remember, Les Nessman, from the television show, W.K.R.P. 
Cincinnati. He was a rather quirky character, marching to a different drummer, but 
in the matter of territory ownership, he might have been on the right track. 
 
He had some white tape on the floor to indicate where the walls of his office ‘would 
be’ if he had them. Tape might be too much, and you won’t want to do this on your 
own, but get all the members of your team or those who work in the immediate area 
to agree on ‘Ponce Time’. This is when the only interruptions are for emergencies. 
Everyone may want to schedule their tougher calls or situations for that time. 
 

➢ Let’s walk the talk of “Customers Come First!” Startup some sort of a hand signal 
that will let others know you have a Customer on the other end of the telephone. 
Not only should co-workers not interrupt, but they should also walk away…at least 
out of sight, otherwise they’ll begin to see you age right before their eyes like the 
portrait of Dorian Gray. 
 

Don't be afraid to ask yourself the five W questions as they apply to your collection call:  
 

• Who can make that call quicker, shorter, better than you? 

• Where should you be calling from? (A quieter office, from home?) 

• When should you call? Timing is very important in collections – when you can reach 
them and when you will be most effective. 

• What is a better way to make the call? I've never found a good definition for sanity, 
but many of us will agree that “Insanity is doing the same thing and expecting to get 
different results”.  

• Why call at all? If they will pay anyway, maybe you don't need to call. If they will not 
pay, regardless of your best collection call effort – well, check the preceding bullet 
point.  
 

This month’s pithy quote: 
 
No fear.  No distractions.  The ability to let slide, that which truly does not matter.  

… Chuck Palahniuk. Author “Fight Club” 
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KNIGHTS AND DAZE 
 

A couple of weeks back, I took in a recently released movie, “Kingdom of Heaven”. The 

main character finds himself defending the city of Jerusalem and its people during the 

crusades of the 12th century.  

 

“We have no knights left to help us,” cries a supporting actor as the opposing army, which 

outnumbers them and itching for a serious fight, gets closer to the city. They have a lot of 

soldiers in the city, but the knights, wisely but ingloriously, have fled.   

 

Balian (the hero, played surprisingly well by Orlando Bloom) pauses for effect and then 

requests the soldiers to get down on one knee. He gives a short speech and makes them 

knights. They rise.  

 

The funny thing? They are not the same soldiers they were just a few minutes earlier.  

 

At least they don’t think so and more importantly, they don’t act the same. They stand 

straighter and take to their defensive tasks with much more determination and courage.  

 

Did you ever watch a movie or see a television show about an agent with the F.B.I.?  

 

Trick question. It is never an “agent”, but always a “special agent” with the F.B.I. It appears 

that you can be employed by the Bureau as support personnel, but if you are in the field, 

you are “special”.  

 

What about your job title, or perhaps those who may report to you.  

 

Collection clerk? Accounts Receivable Person? Perhaps you will agree that doesn’t give 

you much clout. But what if your Customers get a call from the “Special Representative to 
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the Vice-President of Finance”? Might wake ‘em up from that daze some of them are in, 

eh?  

 

It shouldn’t just be a perception on the part of the Customer. I don’t suggest that everyone 

receive such a title without any qualification. Develop a program, some written and verbal 

tests, perhaps some role-playing, book report, etc. Only when a level is achieved does 

‘one’ get the title.  

 

By the way, they might still be fighting battles in Jerusalem, but some things have changed. 

When handing out the title, I suggest that you don’t smack the recipients alongside the 

head as they did in the movie. (“Just so you’ll remember,” they said.) 

 

Pithy quote of the month: 
 
The longer the title, the less important the job.”  

 

…George McGovern 
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I GOT YOU, BABE! 
 

Nancy is new to the business of speaking and consulting. At a meeting earlier this week, 

she asked me for some advice about one of her Customers.  

 

She told me she had provided a service and sent him an invoice. It was due in fifteen days. 

When he hadn’t paid by day 30, she called him up, talked about several business aspects, 

but not the outstanding invoice. At about day 45, she called him again, but this time brought 

up the past-due bill. 

 

“In our business,” he told her, “the terms are 60 days.”  

 

Being new to the speaking business and with no collection experience, Nancy accepted his 

statement and was finally paid about day 78. “He left me a message earlier today”, Nancy 

said “and I figure he wants to talk about some further coaching. Other than the fact he pays 

late, he’s a pretty good customer. What should I do?” 

 

First of all, I suggested to her that a good customer pays their bills on time, as agreed. 

Secondly, she should use the Cher approach. Her Farewell tour has been going on for a 

long time and shows no sign of stopping. (Was Sunny part of the tour when it started or is 

that just my imagination?) 

 

When is it over? In opera, they say it ain’t over until the fat lady sings. For Cher, it ain’t over 

until the thin lady stops singing. Her business. Her terms.  

 

“Your customer wanted your service,” I told Nancy and that means he accepted your 

terms.” I added though that part of ‘her business’ is to ensure all customers know the terms 

right from the start. “Mr. Customer, in our business, the standard terms are payment within 

7 days. I presume that will not present a problem to you?” Practice this statement or one 

that will work a bit better for you. Be sure to cover this in any agreements and of course in 

the invoice. 
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“If you need to talk to your customer later, be sure to ask for the money.” Even those of us 

who have been in business for a long time need to be reminded. Don’t let your customer 

think (or act) like it is just a ‘howdy’ or a customer service call. If they owe you money, be 

sure to ask for it. You can use your style, Cher certainly does, but when it’s ‘over’, you’ll 

have a much better chance of saying, ‘I got you, babe!’ 

 

This month’s quote:  
 

The day which we fear as our last is but the birthday of eternity.  

 

 ~Seneca 
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THE ‘ALMOST’ FREE LUNCH:  
 

While waiting in line at the pro-shop at my golf course, I couldn’t help but overhear the 

discussion between the foursome in front of me. Not exactly an argument, but a rather 

‘spirited’ discussion about the credit card each of them presented for payment of their 

green fee and the value of each card.  

 

Most of you out there are ‘in’ the business so you’ll know better than most that there is no 

free lunch, not when it comes to credit cards. One may have no annual fee, but the interest 

rate will be higher. You may get ‘coverage’ for travel and other insurance with some of the 

gold cards – but it’s certainly arguable that you’ll pay for it somewhere in your dealing with 

the firm.  

 

I could have dropped down a card out of my wallet, and even though it would not have 

been accepted for payment at the pro-shop, it is the one plastic card I try to never leave 

home without – my Toronto Public Library card.  

 

It seems to me that years ago there was a fee of about a dollar, maybe even less, to sign 

up for a card. When I checked earlier today it appears that even that minimal amount has 

now been waived. No annual fee for the card. If you’re carrying some identification, they 

may even let you take a book or two if you don’t have the card with you.  

 

We have an opportunity, you and I, to share in some of the greatest direction and thoughts 

are written down, visit with some folks who may have had some incredibly high standards 

and though it does take an investment of time, it does not have to cost us a single dime out 

of our pocket.  

 

(Bonus: If Customer Service is of interest to you, pay attention when you visit the library. 

With few exceptions, librarians, whether in a public library or working within a law or 

accounting firm, tend to provide exceptional service.) 
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Pithy quote of the month: 
 
When I got my library card, that's when my life began. 

 

…Rita Mae Brown 
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WHAT’S UP? 
 

Anyone else ever notice that characters named 'Watson' always seem to get second 

billing?  

 

The very first telephone call was made by Alexander Graham Bell to his assistant. He said, 

'Watson come here. I want you.' (There are unconfirmed reports that this was also the first 

collection call, with Bell adding, 'bring me that five dollars you owe me from the poker game 

last night.) 

 

Sherlock Holmes got first billing and his trusty sidekick and sounding board, the eminent Dr. 

Watson walked in his shadow. Why, even on the baseball team made famous in an Abbot 

& Costello routine, Watson wasn't on first! 

 

What's up with that? 

 

Over the last few years, like others in North America, I've gotten myself 'hooked' on the 

television show, '24'. If you are not familiar with the program, it takes place in 'real-time', 24 

hours, that is presented in one-hour episodes.  

 

It's entertaining and for the most part, the writing is good, but I have noticed something that 

is beginning to irk me.  It's an action-drama with lots going on and there is often one person 

trying to report something or bring another up to date. They say something like, 'Jack has 

been shot in the leg', 'One of the poison gas canisters is missing', or 'The President's plane 

is down'.  

 

The person being told will often look at them and say, 'What?'  
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The speaker tells 'em again. Sometimes they repeat themselves word for word and on 

other occasions it’s varied. Seems to me a lot of time is wasted, telling people things they 

already know.  

 

Effective collections isn't ALL about timing, but timing is in first, second and third place. If 

you could shave 10% off the time you spent talking, whether on the telephone with a debtor 

or face to face with a co-worker, do you think you could be more productive?  

 

Start now. Catch yourself or get a partner to tell you when you say 'what' or use any other 

words to get people to repeat themselves unless necessary. Start training others too; 

where you can without being too offensive, 'sorry Len, but I won't repeat myself.' They'll 

soon get the message. Heck, if they used this technique on television, the show might be 

called '16'! 

 

Pithy quote of the month:  
 
“What’s up, doc?” 

 

…Bugs Bunny 
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OUR OWN LITTLE 'KYOTO' PROJECT 
 

In this tip, I'll share with you a letter and a suggestion to help clear the air with some of your 

debtors.  

 

In 1997, in Kyoto Japan, there was an agreement to protect the environment that was 

signed by many countries.  

 

(By the way, I've found the spelling of the city and subsequent agreements and protocols 

as 'Kyoto' as well as 'Koyoto'. You'd think they would want to clear the air on that, eh?) 

 

Some people have said that it is a shame we may not know how to do this in our own 

countries, but we can make our little start and ensure we clear the air between ourselves 

and the individuals or firms that are delinquent.  

'I'm beginning to wonder if we might both learn something from the Koyoto agreements. 

Most folks will remember they were signed back in 1997, trying to start countries on the 

way to reducing emissions and clearing the air.  

 

Maybe we need to clear the air between our firms. In October of 2003, you signed an 

agreement with us that you would pay the balance in full within 15 days of receiving the 

product.  

Was that your understanding too?' 

 
Pithy Quote:   
 

'Better beware of notions like genius and inspiration; they are a sort of magic wand and 

should be used sparingly by anybody who wants to see things clearly.' 

…José Ortega y Gasset 
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FAULTY COLLECTIONS AND ‘KINKY BOOTS’ 
 

Last week, my wife and I saw the English movie, 'Kinky boots'. If you are like me and enjoy 

the 'we can overcome', 'working people' and overall 'feel-good' ending type of movie, odds 

are you'll enjoy this one.  

 

Part of the premise involves a shoe manufacturer that could be going out of business. Their 

customers and their markets have changed. The current owner, grandson or perhaps even 

great-grandson of the founder is laying off some workers. 'It's not my fault,' he says,  'there 

is nothing I can do.' 

 

One of the workers gets her back up and calls him on it, 'So that's your response, is it? Not 

your fault and nothing you can do? What about other markets,' and more - bringing him to 

task for just sitting, taking no action and 'woe is me whine & snivel'.  

 

We hear that from some of our customers don't we? 'Not my fault we can't pay you now, 

our customers haven't paid us.' 

 

If you've been to any of my seminars you know that I'm big on visual reminders, so have a 

photo, ceramic, glass or even a full size 'real' 'sexy & kinky' boot not too far out of sight to 

remind you to say something like:  
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Speaking of boots – Check mine from the cover of my book, Sex, Lies & Negotiation 

Techniques.  
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'So is that your response, Mr. Smith. Your customers haven't paid you, so it's not your fault 

and nothing you can do?' You can pause, but not very long, it's only for drama, you don't 

need to hear their response. 

 

- What is your collection procedure? Time for an update? 
- Do you have notices, letters that you send? What is your timing? 
- Do you have people in receivables who need some training, maybe some temporary 

support? 
 

The list goes on, but you get the idea. If you're beginning to think that you shouldn't have to 

ask these questions, have information, suggestions and even consulting available for your 

past-due customers, I suggest you stop in your boot steps - right there. That is the same 

type of attitude we're trying to change in the customer 'not my fault - nothing I can do'.  

Pithy quote:  
 

Don't find fault. Find a remedy. 

 

…Henry Ford 
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ACCESS AND COLLECTION ACTIVITY 
 

A lot of you out there know that Abe 'Walking Bear' Sanchez is a speaker/trainer in the 

subjects of credit & collections.  

 

He was in Toronto not long ago and I picked him up to give him a ride to the airport. Boy, 

two professional speakers/collectors riding together - you wouldn't have wanted to be in the 

back seat, trying to wedge into that conversation! 

 

Just before we reached the 401 highway, we both spotted a large sign that said, 'No access 

to collectors'. Abe is a bit quicker; he looked at me and said, 'I guess we'll have to turn 

around, Tim!' 

 

Of course, this is a section of the highway that has 16 lanes, so the sign was referring to 

the 'collector lanes'...yet, do you ever get the feeling that 'access' to other areas of the 

company and promotion just doesn't apply to us 'collectors' sometimes?  

 

Too many folks don't know some of the challenges we face. Think about this job for a 

minute - 'We're trying to get people to do something they don't want to do - and like it!' If 

you can manage to accomplish that task, you will be a valued asset to the firm and should 

be treated as such and access should be easy and simple.  

 

Should be.  

 

But good ole Minnie Schlegel4 who sat not far from me when I started in this business said, 

'God, ain't comin' down to make you breakfast.' On occasions, she might add that he 

sometimes offered a suggestion or two, but you gotta' turn the stove on yourself.'  

 

Three tips to consider:  

 
4 Small world! Minnie’s daughter Susan, had taught my chemistry class in high-school.  
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1.) You're not collecting money, you are completing the terms of the sale and your job is 
to create and maintain a customer. Odds are that nobody can make the same 
statement and contribution that you can - so start to let folks know and walk proud.  

 

2.) Get better. If you're new to the business, this is simple enough but those of us 
who've been around for a while have a greater challenge. Some of the 'stuff' we've 
been doing for years may have some shelf life, but not all of it. Take a new course or 
take an old course but 'take'.  

 

3.) Take a page out of Carol Orsborn's book, 'How would Confucius ask for a raise?' Go 
to your boss or your boss's boss, sales V.P. or 'whatever' and ask them a question: 
'What do you believe our department/team needs to do better to be considered as 
fully contributing to the success of our company?  

 

See if that doesn't change the access, eh?   

 
This month’s pithy quote: 
 
"The will to win, the desire to succeed, the urge to reach your full potential... these are the 

keys that will unlock the door to personal excellence." 

 

…Confucius 
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DREAM ON! 
 

A week or two ago I was listening to a call-in radio program. There was a 'newer' mom who 

was sharing some of the difficulties of juggling a career, the needs of the baby, housework 

and... more. She said it was only after the baby got to bed at about 9:30 p.m. That she and 

her husband could tackle the housework.  

 

The 'productivity' expert suggested 'first things first' and that 9:30 is much too late for a 

baby to be getting to bed. They need about 18 hours of sleep. 'They have a lot of 

information,' he said, 'to digest and need that time to make sense of this new world.' 

 

They need 'time' between their adventures. 

 

When we have been around for a while, more is expected of us and that is as it should be. 

It is our job to continually find ways to produce more and at a faster pace. We don't need as 

much time between conversations (just like we don't need as much sleep as we get older), 

but, we still need some to make sense of the changing needs of our customers and the 

environment.  

 

Here is a quick way to hit the pause button and still keep up a fast pace?  

 

 

Two quick questions for yourself 

during the call:  

 

1.) Is there something 
they're saying I'm not 
hearing?  

 

2.) Can I ask them for the money in a unique way?  
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Write them up on a wall for yourself and change them once a month, not just a change, but 

make them better!  

 

Pithy quote of the month:  
 

A vision without action is called a daydream; but then again, action without vision is called a 

nightmare.  

- Jim Sorenson 
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SPECIFIC COLLECTION PERFORMANCE 
 

An Irishman, a Canadian and a Mexican went for a walk in Colorado. 

 

Sounds like the opening to a joke, doesn't it? Last month, I visited Abe 'Walking Bear' 

Sanchez in Colorado and had the pleasure of spending time with some of the best 

professionals in our business, including Declan Flood with the Irish Credit Institute and Luis 

Eduardo Peréz from Mexico City.  

 

With all of those professional speakers and trainers in one place, it can be difficult to get a 

word in edgewise. It has taken me sometime over the years, but learn it I did...in a situation 

like that, I try to listen more than talk.  

 

Here is a tip I picked up from Declan during an early morning walk:  

 

'You'll get a much better response,' he suggested to me, 'when you can be specific, 

particularly with praise.' He went on to explain that if you're trying to get the sales or 

customer service department to pay attention, you are better off with 'Johnny down in Cork 

has found that....', rather than 'it came to the attention our service department in one of our 

divisions.' He added, 'I have found that if someone does something right, it is best to be as 

specific as possible, but if it is an error, it's often better to keep it general.' 

 

'Good common sense', some of us might think (notice how I kept it general, rather than 

saying 'you') and it's true - just not all that common. Here is how it 'could' fit with collection 

activity: 

 

- What might be considered negative: 'Some of our customers, good ones, almost 
appear to have been practicing cash management - with our money.' 

 

- A positive statement - so we make it specific: 'It sounds as though you and your firm 
have experienced a few difficult challenges over the last few months. The fact that 
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you have managed to keep your recent commitments is commendable and 
appreciated. ' 

 

Collections, is communications with a lot of challenges. We often deal with people under 

the influence. That influence could be drugs, alcohol, other creditors, sales down, marital 

difficulties, a failing business...those 'darn kids'. Our challenge is often to convince 

someone to do something they don't want to do - and like it.  

 

If our customer or member has done something wrong - keep any critique general. 

Something right - make it specific - lay it on.  

 

Pithy quote of the month 
 
'Praise youth and it will prosper!' 

 

…Irish proverb 
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I’M GONNA’ TELL 
 

In our business of credit and collections, many of us will use the real or implied threat of 

being a tattletale. 'If you don't pay your account, we're gonna' tell'. Often the report is to a 

credit bureau or similar agency and sometimes it is the only viable action that may lead to 

payment from our customers.  

 

How often though, do we thank all of those customers who do pay on time as agreed?  

 

Marv Steir is the Managing Director of a group of companies that fill a niche for credit and 

fraud information. He has twenty years with the R.C.M.P., including ten of them involved in 

investigating fraud.  

 

A project that appears to be unique is that when a tenant has followed through on their 

agreement and has satisfactorily paid rent on time, we provide landlords with a method to 

notify other landlords and reward that performance.  

 

A bit of a motivator, wouldn't you say.  

 

I think it is a good idea if we were to take a page out of Marv's book and do something 

similar.  

 

How about the following:  

 

a.) Send a special letter of thanks (you can produce it on the computer, but be sure to 
sign it) to all of your customers who have paid on time over the last 12 months.  

 

b.) If your volume of customers is low, send them 'something'. It doesn't have to be 
much even a $5 gift certificate, a rose or something similar will do the job.  
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c.) Should you have a lot of customers, tell 'em you've put their name in a hat and will 
hold a draw on X date. The winner gets X.  
 

Here you can make the prize bigger - could be a lunch for all of the Accounts Payable 

team. Use your imagination, you could even send a letter to their mother, congratulating 

them on how well they were brought up. (You don't need a name; send it care of them to 

'Tim's Mom') 

 

 

There are a couple of important points I would like to make. First, this should not be based 

on the future. 'If you pay your account on time for the next 12 months, we are going to....' - 

no, this is not a promise but a thank you for the way their past behaviour.  

 

Secondly, these folks have demonstrated that they pay on time so don't expect to see any 

immediate improvements in your delinquency. It will help to build relationships, whether it is 

delinquency or a customer service situation in the future - they will remember you.  

 

Pithy quote of the month:   
 
'People don't have to like or support you, so you always have to say thank you.' 

 

…Ruben Studdard, Seventeen Magazine, September 2003 
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HESITATION AND COLLECTION MESSAGES 
 

What kind of a message do we deliver when we 'leave a message’?  

 

Effective collections is the right combination of what we say AND how we say it...and that 

includes the 'oh so many times' we must leave a message.  

 

In mid-December, I sat in with some folks to listen and observe as we tailored a training 

program for them. Like many of us in the business, they don't speak to as many customers 

as they would like and often have to leave a message. I noticed a couple of areas where 

they could implement some immediate improvement.  

 

He who hesitates is lost: The message tripped off 

Ian's tongue until it came time to leave the customer's account number. Then, it was, 

'uh...let me see...the number is...'. We know you have a lot of customers to deal with and I 

suppose they know it too, yet you want to leave them with the impression that theirs is the 

ONLY account that concerns you and ALL of their information is right there at your 

fingertips.  

 

Been there - done that: I know. It is not easy when you are leaving the 34th message that 

day to make it sound fresh, NOT like you've left the same message 33 times already, but 

that's what a professional will do. When you are in the audience of a play - you expect to 

hear it like it's being said for the very first time. Stand up and make the occasional call, 

change the emphasis on some of the keywords.  

 



Tipping the Scales 

 

Tim Paulsen © Page 147 
 

Speed kills - - the effectiveness of your message. The actor John Wayne said, 'Talk slow, 

talk low, and don't say too much.' Good advice for an actor in a Western and not too 

shabby for telephone collections. We often speed up the message at the most important 

part of the call, when we leave our telephone number.  

 

 

Pithy quote of the month 
 

'Every time you state what you want or believe, you're the first to hear it. It's a message to 

both you and others about what you think is possible. Don't put a ceiling on yourself.' 

...Oprah Winfrey  

 



Tipping the Scales 

 

Tim Paulsen © Page 148 
 

  

A CHANGE IN THE RELATIONSHIP 
 

At a recent in-house training session, a young man in commercial collections expressed 

some hesitation at calling one of his delinquent clients. He was recently transferred to the 

collection department. (I told him that was a promotion.) 

 

'I dealt with this customer before', he said, 'when I was in customer service. 'But, once I call 

them about a past-due invoice, the relationship is going to change.' 

 

That is the same sort of reasoning, expressed or felt by many folks who have friends or 

relatives that may owe them money. This happens with Small Business Owners too and is 

one of the reasons their delinquency is higher than larger firms. They think that once you 

bring up the money, the relationship will change and never be the same.  

 

If anyone is past-due in a situation like that, it's us! The relationship has already changed. It 

wasn't when we made the loan, signed the guarantee or extended credit; it changed the 

very moment we were 'asked'.  

 

And...it will never be the same. We may not be able to tell exactly when a cucumber 

becomes a pickle, but we do know it's never going back.  

 

So I told the young man the story about the pickle and the cucumber and suggested he 

relish5 the opportunity to let any delinquent customer know that we fully understand our 

new relationship and looking forward to working with them. 'Tell 'em that we're just there to 

help,' I said, 'we don't even call it collections at this stage, we're just looking to complete the 

terms of the sale.' 

 

 
5 Sorry, couldn’t resist – T. P.  
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This month's pithy quote:  
 
'He who hesitates is a damned fool'.  

...Mae West, 1892-1980 
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SQUEAK! 
 
In a rental car I was driving earlier this week, if you didn't have the seat belt fastened, it 

began to make an annoying sound. It would get louder and more aggravating if you left it 

alone. We already know that's the case in collections - the squeaky wheel tends to get the 

grease. (Michelle Dunn even wrote a great collection book, 'Become the Squeaky Wheel'. 

 

There is a second concept of the squeaky wheel that is important to take your collection 

efforts to the next level - wherever you happen to be at present.  

 

When you make a mistake in a collection call you need a reminder, a squeak if you will, to 

correct the next call or similar situation. What mistake? It doesn't' matter, we all make them. 

Perhaps you forgot to ask a question or maybe you said something that was better left 

unsaid?  

 

This is where you (squeak) need something to remind (squeak) you that you need to 

(squeak) give yourself a note or reminder of (squeak) how to improve the next call (squeak) 

or if it's important - to call that customer back. That squeak was even aggravating in the 

sentence, wasn't it? That's its job.  

 

We have the technology: 

 

It seems that automotive engineers spend a lot of time finding just the right sound - one that 

may be to most of us like fingernails on a blackboard. (They could have saved time and 

money with just a recording of my sister-in-law!) I'm sure you can find a seatbelt squeaking 

sound on the internet and load it on your computer. Turn it on the next time you need to 

improve and you'll find you get to it rather quickly.  

 

We may have the technology, but you don't need it: 
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Write out the SQUEAK on a post-it note and when it's needed, put it right on your computer 

screen. Add the date and the time. It stays until you resolve it - maybe move it closer to the 

center of your screen if you don't give it the attention it deserves within a few hours.  

 

Pithy Quote of the Month:  
 

Grease is the word! 

  - Barry Gibb 
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A GOOD COLLECTION TECHNIQUE – NO ARGUMENT! 
 

Our business is often seen as confrontational and argumentative. On the one side, you 

have us, trying to convince a customer to pay the full amount they owe - today. On the 

other side is the customer, who doesn't want to pay it today, at least not the full amount - 

and sometimes not pay at all! 

 

We spend a lot of time in our business, too much time, on 'unwinnable' arguments. (If we 

collect the money, but lose future business from the customer - that's still a lost argument.) 

 

If a firm has a policy of not paying any invoice before it is 60 days then we shouldn't spend 

a lot of time telling them about 'our terms'. The difference is between a position and an 

interest. 

 

A position is a stand that someone will take, perhaps supported by a policy. Interest is the 

reason 'behind' the policy and the taken position.  

 

Don't try to attack and argue against the position, it's rather like an argument about religion 

or politics - unwinnable. Better to spend time finding out about the interests - and how 

payment in full today can be in their best interest.  

 

Pithy Quote:  
 
I don't have to attend every argument I'm invited to. 

~Author Unknown 
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SAVE THE BUNNY! 
 

The background:  

 

We have all seen something similar on a nature program 

on television. A snake is slithering its way towards a 

small rabbit. Sometimes, it will show the rabbit making a 

getaway but on other occasions, the snake wins and the 

rabbit is lunch. There is a cameraman there, filming the 

sequence. Did you ever get the same feeling I do when 

watching such a program? "Put down the camera," we 

want to yell, "and save the bunny!  

 

Recently, my Associates and I had the pleasure of 

working with a large organization in the Mid-West of the United States. In total, they had 

perhaps 175 collection associates who could benefit from our training seminars on 

Accounts Receivables. Rather than just putting on a training program, we instituted the 

Save the Bunny © program.  

 

Regardless of the number of Associates you have, or even if you work alone, you can 

develop a variation of the program to help you reduce your delinquency. 

 

The professional with the camera:  

 

First, we sat with between 20 and 30 of their collection representatives. We listened and 

took notes on what the representatives did and did not do. We did not interrupt nor offer 

any advice during the call or afterwards.   

This was not easy for us. There were situations we knew could be improved but we 

determined we would be more effective in the long run as impartial observers.   
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With our professional pictures, we were able to compare performance to objectives. This 

provided us with the benchmarking that would be used during training and our follow-up.  

 

We put down our cameras to SAVE the Bunny! 

 
 

Training:  

 

Three-hour sessions were held with all the representatives on 

effective collection techniques. Included were some changes 

to policies and procedures that we would not have known if we 

had not sat with the collectors.  

 

 

 

 

One-on-One: 

 

One of our trainer/consultants sat with each collector for a minimum of one hour after the 

training session. We covered many areas:  

 

• Their comments on the training session 

• Where they felt they may need some help 

• We listened to their calls, offered suggestions and advice, including asking them to 
put the Customer on hold where appropriate (saving the bunny) 

 

There was more. We figured we had saved the bunny and while running is often the best 

choice for a rabbit, we wanted to teach the bunny some self-defence.  
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Bunny Kung-Fu: 

 

Another half-hour was scheduled with each of the collection representatives. Where 

possible, the same consultant sat with them...now with their objectives.  

 

Before & After:  

 

We now had benchmarking performance before the training and after each of the sessions. 

We were able to determine the percentage of improvement in each of the important 

collection categories.  

 

As important, were the positive comments from the participants that the techniques worked. 

 

The bunny needs to keep going to the gym: 

 

Effective training does not stop. We left Collection Management with a process to review 

performance, report to management before noon...and then begin immediate corrective 

action.  

On your own?  

You can use a variation of the program by taping some of your calls. Compare your actual 

performance to your benchmark and rate yourself - be hard! (You only need to tape your 

part of the conversation, so there should not be a problem with privacy.) 

 

Pithy quote of the month: 
 
“Once you've made a good selection decision, everything else is training.”  

 

…Lee Meadows, Management consultant 
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I GOT YOU, BABE! 
 

Nancy is new to the business of speaking and consulting. At a meeting earlier this week, 

she asked me for some advice about one of her Customers.  

 

She told me she had provided a service and sent him an invoice. It was due in fifteen days. 

When he hadn’t paid by day 30, she called him up, talked about a number of business 

aspects, but not the outstanding invoice. At about day 45, she called him again, but this 

time brought up the past due bill. 

 

“In our business,” he told her, “the terms are 60 days.”  

 

Being new to the speaking business and with no collection experience, Nancy accepted his 

statement and was finally paid about day 78. “He left me a message earlier today”, Nancy 

said “and I figure he wants to talk about some further coaching. Other than the fact he pays 

late, he’s a pretty good customer. What should I do?” 

 

First of all, I suggested to her that a good customer pays their bills on time, as agreed. 

Secondly, she should use the Cher approach. Her Farewell tour has been going on for a 

long time and shows no sign of stopping. (Was Sunny part of the tour when it started or is 

that just my imagination?) 

 

When is it over? In opera, they say it ain’t over until the fat lady sings. For Cher, it ain’t over 

until the thin lady stops singing. Her business. Her terms.  

 

“Your customer wanted your service,” I told Nancy and that means he accepted your 

terms.” I added though that part of ‘her business’ is to ensure all customers know the terms 

right from the start. “Mr. Customer, in our business, the standard terms are payment within 

7 days. I presume that will not present a problem to you?” Practice this statement or one 
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that will work a bit better for you. Be sure to cover this in any agreements and of course in 

the invoice. 

 

“If you need to talk to your customer later, be sure to ask for the money.” Even those of us 

who have been in business for a long time need to be reminded. Don’t let your customer 

think (or act) like it is just a ‘howdy’ or a customer service call. If they owe you money, be 

sure to ask for it. You can use your style, Cher certainly does, but when it’s ‘over’, you’ll 

have a much better chance of saying, “I got you, babe!” 

 

This month’s pithy quote:  
 

The day which we fear as our last is but the birthday of eternity. 

 

…Seneca 
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ONE THING 
 

The slogan isn't new: 

"Do one thing - and do it well!" 

 

There are a lot of important phases of a collection call: how we identify the customer, 

ourselves, when and how we ask for a payment, the questions we ask when there is an 

excuse offered, an excellent way of forming a statement that was successful for us in the 

past and more.  

 

Our top performers are good in all of them, but the best of us, the 

superstar collectors excel in one.  

 

Pick one. Make the decision that you will 'introduce yourself and your company' or that your 

talent for a rebuttal when your customer says they 'pay in their terms' will be second to 

none. It doesn't matter so much which one you choose as long as you make a choice.  

 

O.K., you've made the first important step, but there's more. Now, you've got to get better at 

what you already do well. Find some books, articles, internet connections and experts in 

and outside of your organization. Pick up a small booklet and take notes of where you are 

where you want to be and how you'll get there.  

 

We don't want the slogan to blind us to the fact that there's more than just 'one' thing to do 

well. However, you will find very quickly that you are always attuned to your specialty and 

improve in it as well as all other areas of collection activity.  

Pithy quote of the month:  
 
I teach one thing and one only: that is, suffering and the end of suffering. 

 

…Buddha 

 



Tipping the Scales 

 

Tim Paulsen © Page 159 
 

YELLING SHARK 
 

Forget about jugglers and even the best performers you may have seen in any 

performance of Cirque de Soleil in Las Vegas. The most difficult balancing act in the world 

is our performance on an almost daily basis in accounts receivable between being 

assertive and not being too aggressive. (I saw a street performer in San Francisco some 

years back who juggled a live chainsaw as part of his act. He came close.)  

 

Some people will take great and immediate offence if we should even suggest, in the 

vaguest of terms, that the long-ago promised payment would be appreciated. There are 

others yet…who just don’t seem to get it! You can send them a letter or an email or fax and 

even leave them a message or have a conversation and it seems they just do not pay 

attention. From my old hometown of Chicago, the notorious gangster Al Capone said that 

you can get more from someone with a kind word…and a gun, than with just the kind word 

alone.  

 

I don’t suggest a gun or any illegal method, but some customers seem to make mention of 

the consequences of non-payment as a dire and personal threat. They will even say so, 

“Are you threatening me?” 

 

The definition of a threat depends on where you look and who does the looking. It has been 

defined as a warning that something unpleasant is imminent and could get a bit fancier with 

a combination of the risk, the consequence of that risk, and the likelihood that the negative 

event will take place. 

 

In Australia, if you see a fin in the water when you’re swimming, you better holler ‘shark’. In 

Canada, when a car is speeding down the street when the kids are playing road hockey, 

someone hollers ‘car’.  Now, even though I’d rather be bumped by a standard grey Toyota 

than a great white shark, in either event, I'm still hoping someone is going to holler and 

quickly too!  

 

Some actions will or may be taken if a Customer does not pay their account or keep other 

commitments. It is our responsibility to let them know about those potential negative events. 

I’ve had Customers call me in the past and say, “I received your letter and I don’t 

appreciate the threatening tone.”  
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“Mr. Rogers, I appreciate that you may not care to hear about the possible actions we could 

take if you don’t keep your original commitment. But tell me, would you rather we took them 

without any notice? After all, you told us that we could. In your original agreement with us, 

you said we could turn your account over to a third party and take action without any further 

notice if you didn’t pay your bill.”  

 

If you should find that customers are complaining about you or other members of your team 

concerning their perceived threats, it may be more a matter of the delivery system rather 

than the product itself. We all know it is often not what we say but the way we say it. If the 

numbers seem to be high, tape some calls and have them listened to by an independent 

third party. You do not need to tape the debtor’s side of the conversation so the privacy 

issues should not come into play.  

The important follow-through:  
 

Earlier in the article, I purposely highlighted the words may and will after telling customers 

about possible actions to be taken. The word may give you some wiggle room. However, if 

you tell someone you will do something if the account is not paid or contact not made – 

then you better do it. In some places, you can get into trouble if you tell someone you will 

take legal action and don’t. Also, we expect them to meet promises to us, so if you make 

one to them, it’s best if you keep it.  

 

Pithy quote of the month: 
 
'Laws do not persuade just because they threaten.' 

...Seneca 
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WORK WITH ME, PEOPLE! 
 

During my travels over the last week, I heard a variation of this phrase on two different 

occasions. a world away from each other with excellent results. 

 

On the busy streets of downtown Chicago, a pedestrian was crossing against a red light. 

This isn't unusual in Chicago, where pedestrians are more likely to treat a red light as a 

'suggestion' rather than a rule. But in this case, it was going to cause a problem with 

oncoming cars.  A traffic control officer raised her voice and said, "Work with me, people". It 

had the immediate effect of not only having the eager pedestrian take the necessary steps 

back but others who might have been about to follow him stepped back too - all with a co-

operative attitude. (I don't know if she would have received the same results, but certainly 

not the same well-mannered co-operation from, "Hey you ****$%#$*, can't you see it's a 

red light!" 

 

The second occasion was during a role-play exercise near the end of a three-day training 

program in Ghana, West Africa. The person playing the role of debtor/customer was being 

difficult and the collector, a representative from Women's Bank of Ghana turned it around 

when she looked at him calmly and said, "I was hoping to be able to work with you to 

resolve this matter." She put just the right emphasis on the word "with" to make it even 

more effective.  

There isn't a particular phrase that works well in every situation, but why would this one 

often produce better results?  

We don't always get to our customers on their best days and even then, some are short of 

money and almost everyone is short of time. On a few occasions, short of temper too!) Still, 

everyone wants to think of themself as being 'reasonable' and willing to work 'with others.  

 

This month's pithy quote:  
 
All of the so-called "secrets of success" will not work unless you do. 

~Author Unknown 
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NO MORE DEADBEATS! 
 

Who are the people you collect from?  

Are they customers? Well, sure they are…at least until the second payment is missed or 

they break a promise or two. If you work in a credit union or a similar environment, you may 

refer to these folks as members. I have heard some organizations refer to them as 

delinquents and others as debtors. However, if one is around the business for any length of 

time, particularly if you work in or have a lot of contact with those folks who are at the end 

of their financial line…the odds are good that you have heard the disparaging reference of 

a deadbeat. 

My recommendation is that no matter where you are working in the collection process, first 

up for a courtesy call or the very last attempt before legal and after a history of more broken 

promises than payments, that you eliminate the word deadbeat from your vocabulary.  

Why?  

It’s simple enough. I have found in a dictionary that a deadbeat is defined as: ‘one who 

does not pay one’s debts’. If that is true, then neither you nor I are going to be able to 

collect from them. So, why waste our time? When I pick up the telephone or I walk into a 

customer’s office, I have already decided that they are going to pay. All we have to iron out 

are the details.  

Let’s not be naïve. I don’t for one minute suggest that a positive attitude, all on its own, will 

collect on every past-due customer or debtor we contact.  There are some credit criminals 

out there and right from the get/go, they never had any intention of paying their account. 

Others did not have the intention of not paying their account when we started, but due to 

changing circumstances, mismanagement or a host of other reasons, present us with 

serious challenges that are not going to be overcome simply from dropping one word from 

our vocabulary. However, once we start to refer to any of our customers as ___________ 

(you know whats), to them, those we report to, our peers or even just ourselves, then we 

are starting to set ourselves up for failure.  

 

It is a tough enough business as it is (tough sledding as my accounting friend Ray would 

say) without our making it more difficult.  
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Not too long ago I discovered that an individual who didn’t care too much for my products 

or services and I suppose me, said I was a trainer who was ‘one of those motivational 

types’. I’m not so sure. I don’t know that I can motivate anybody and I’m not sure that 

anyone can, but I do know the power and value of words.  

 

There are more than enough people out there who hamper and hinder our efforts. Many 

people cast disparaging words in our direction. There is no value and no reason for us to 

be one of them.  

 

Some years back, a writer for the Saturday Evening Post said, “A positive attitude may not 

solve all of your problems, but it will annoy enough people to make it worth the effort”.  

 

Deadbeats? Not any more!  

 

Pithy Quote:  
  
'Always borrow from a pessimist; he doesn't expect to get paid back!' 

 

…unknown 
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EVERYTHING? 
 

A few months back, I had the pleasure of hearing John Powers speak in Las Vegas. He is 

the author of "Do Black Patent Leather Shoes Really Reflect Up?". He's a great speaker 

and if you get the chance to hear him, I recommend you take it.  

 

John once repeated to his mother the old saying that, 'winning is everything'. She told him, 

"Winning isn't anything. You don't learn anything from winning. Losing and learning - that's 

what's important." 

 

Here's a number for you - one.  

 

For many of us, it will be a collection call. But, it could also be a conversation with a peer, 

the boss, a sales representative, a significant other or a family member - it doesn't matter. 

But just once a week, write down one of your 'losses' and the lesson you have learned. 

Before long, there are no losses, just lessons learned and more success. 

 

Pithy Quote of the month:  
 
"Money isn't everything. But it isn't nothing, either." 

~Len Sklar 
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BLAME IT ON ME!  
 

During the last two weeks, I was delivering programs in Malaysia and Thailand. Wonderful 

folks but not quite as assertive as we may be in North America. That tends to make them 

more charming under most circumstances but less successful in collections on occasions. 

A number of them nodded when I suggested that asking directly for payment or the reason 

for an account being past due might be too direct for some of their customers. "You may 

receive some of the benefits of a direct approach and avoid the negative connotations if 

you blame it on me," I told them.  

 

"Recently," I suggested they could tell one of their customers, "  I attended a seminar on 

accounts receivable. The seminar leader, from Canada, suggested we make a direct 

request for the full amount past due to all of our customers. Some of us mentioned that it 

may be too blunt for our culture and our customers. However, I am curious to know what 

you think and if it is the approach used by your accounts receivable department?" 

The possible benefits? 

1.) Puts them on notice, at least in a subtle way, that you are asking for the full amount past 

due. 

 

2.) One can step back a bit, at least with 'some' of customers, "Hey, it wasn't me...it was 

that brash Canadian!" 

 

3.) You could receive some additional valuable information about how they collect on their 

accounts receivable. 

 

Pithy quote of the month: 
 
When your future arrives, will you blame your past?  

 

…Robert Half) 
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THE BUCKET LIST 
 

The title of a movie starring  Morgan Freeman and Jack Nicholson. I'm not giving away any 

surprises when I tell you that the two characters, undergoing cancer treatment develop a 

list of things they should do before they die (kick the bucket). 

 

Perhaps the same concept should be applied to many of our past due accounts?  

 

Develop your list of things to do or at least consider before your account dies (written off or 

assigned to a third party).  

 

Here are four suggestions to get your list started:  

 

1.) Is there any special contact or relationship within our firm or the clients that should be 

pursued further? 

 

2.) Is there ANY customer service issue where our firm may be at fault - even if only in the 

belief of the client? If so, have we considered a 'portion' write-off or contact to the client 

from someone else with 'what would you like us to do that is fair and keeps you as our 

customer?' 

 

3.) If we send this to our collection agent, we may get a return of 60% of the balance in six 

months. Should we consider offering the client a settlement right now? 

 

4.) How about humour? With a smaller balance is it worthwhile to try a letter or e-mail that 

is different enough to tickle the funny bone 

or the owner or accounts payable manager and bring them to make payment? 
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You may want to consider setting up a special team to get this project started and also to 

recommend improvements every couple of months. Call 'em "The Bucket Brigade" and 

have some fun! 

 

Pithy saying of the month:  
 

“We're not dead yet, ... The fat lady hasn't sung yet. She was spraying her throat there for a 

while but she didn't sing. We still have a chance.” 

…Richie Adubato 
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JERRY'S SECOND LESSON 
 

Almost all of us remember, "show me the money", from the film, Jerry McGuire. It seems 

obvious, but new people to our profession are hesitant or unclear. "I'm calling about a past 

due invoice and hoping you could look after it for me", is not the same as a simple and 

clear request for payment.  

 

There is nothing wrong with being diplomatic and respectful. With some clients in the 

commercial field, ones you deal with often, you may even spend some time in general 

conversation before you get down to business, but when you do...there should still be a 

prepared and well-thought-out statement for payment.  

 

Not as many of us remember the second important collection lesson from 'Jerry McGuire'.  

 

"I'm out here for you," Jerry said. "Help me to...help you." It was so important he said it 

again, "help me help you".  

 

As collection professionals, we're there to help and we can do it best when we have co-

operation from our customers/debtors. A very successful professional baseball player once 

said that he considered the pitcher to be his 'partner' rather than an opponent. "He will 

throw me the perfect pitch at some point, one I will be able to knock right out of the park." 

"You want to help?” some customers might ask. "Hang up the phone and quit calling me!"  

That is an option but it is not their best alternative and master collectors know how to point 

this out to their customer. WATNA is an acronym used in negotiations for Worst Alternative 

To a Negotiated Agreement. 

 

If we can't work together to agree then:  

- Account ages further and an older, neglected account is always more   difficult to clear 

- They may not be able to use our other products and services and we   don't want to lose a 

customer 
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- Interest or other charges may increase the debt 

- Someone will be contacting them, perhaps not us, but the debt does   not go away 

 

We're not here to cajole or threaten any of our customers but to simply point out some 

areas where we may be able to help.  

 

 

Pithy quote of the month:  
 

"He helps others most, who shows them how to help themselves." 

...A. P. Gouthey 
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SIX DEGREES OF PREPARATION 
 

Too many folks in our business, the new and inexperienced, fight their collection battles 

when they have their customer or client on the telephone.  

 

Those among us who are more successful have fought – and won their important battles 

much earlier by being prepared. If you're not in the top five percent of collection 

professionals, you can be if you follow the guidelines of the best professionals in the 

business:  

 

➢ Identify customers (individual or type) and develop a specific approach.  
 
Who is going to be on the other end of the line? An engineer? Someone in accounts 
payable? Do they owe you the money themselves or are they working/representing 
someone else. In general, what are their strengths and their weakness? Why should 
they pay you or devote more time to your invoice – rather than another?  
 

➢ List and be prepared for the standard excuses you're going to hear.  
 
No matter what your business, there are only about nine or ten excuses that you'll 
hear more than 95% of the time. If you've been around for a while, you know what to 
ask if someone says the check is in the mail, but how often do you forget an 
important question or forget to use a statement that has proven successful for you in 
the past?  
 
The best of us learn from success and mistakes are more prepared for the very next 
call.  
 

➢ Role-play as a collector. 
 
Acting out has been given a lot of bad press...by poor actors. If you get yourself into 
the role, you will be ready for your 'close-up' and you'll have much more effective 
'ad-lib' lines.  
 

➢ Switch roles and be the debtor/customer. 
 
Remember earlier when I asked why should they pay you? When you go 'walk-
about' in your client's shoes you will be able to answer that question better and be 
more effective when you return to your side of the negotiating table.  
 

➢ Decide on what you want, your objective, before you begin speaking to your 
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customer. 
 
It may be payment in full, but it could be an agreement to a meeting, providing 
information, the satisfaction of invoices past X days or above X amount.  
 

➢ Pump or psych yourself up! 
 
Feeling lucky, kid? A positive attitude, on its own, won't do much for you, but by this 
time, you are prepared and while there may be times you do not achieve your 
objective – it will not be for lack of preparation. Combine your work with the attitude 
of 'payment is going to be made – it's just a matter of working out the details' and 
you will find that luck falls in your direction.   
 

Most of us don't have time to prepare in such detail for every call. However, even if you 

worked in a call director type of operation, you could prepare once at the beginning of the 

day and be a few steps ahead of your competition. And a few steps, in this day and age 

may make all the difference to you being paid ahead of them.  

 

Pithy quote of the month:  
 

Luck is a matter of preparation meeting opportunity. 

...Oprah Winfrey 
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AN INTERESTING POSITION 
 

Heard this one before?   

 

"We don't pay any invoices until 60 days!" 

 

How about, "Until the dispute is resolved, our policy is to hold all payments," or "We can't 

pay without proof of delivery!" 

 

By making a policy statement, some customers seize a position, dig in and fortify. We have 

all learned that it is difficult to argue against a policy. We stand a much better chance of 

being successful if we slip past positions and go direct to the customer's 'interests'. 

 

There will always be underlying reasons as to 'why' a position is being taken. Granted, 

customers may not always be willing to share the information, but skilled and successful 

negotiators develop techniques to combine with high-yield questions to obtain the 

information. In collections and negotiations - knowledge is power.  

 

Here are some sample questions that could be helpful with the first example: "We don't pay 

any invoices until..." 

 

1.) Is it a policy for your firm or has it just been developed over months or years as the 

practice? 

 

2.) Do you know if the policy (practice) was communicated to the sales representative when 

the order was placed?  

 

3.) Any ideas as to the reasoning to hold payments until 60 days past due? I would expect 

payroll, utilities and other services are paid within a different time frame.   
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When you eliminate all other reasoning and explanations for the delay, you may find the 

'real' reason may be that the Director of Finance at the delinquent firm is practicing cash 

management with your money. Difficult to overcome? Not without some difficulty, but why 

try to resolve imagined or stated reasons for a delay? Better to tackle head-on, with 

diplomacy and skill, the 'real' reason an account is past-due. 

 

Pithy quote of the month:  
 

“When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must 

be the truth.” 

 

...Sherlock Holmes (Sir Arthur Conan Doyle) 
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WITH THIS RING 
 

Two short tips  

 

Short tip Number One:  

 

Earlier in the month, I conducted a review of a collector who had remarkable productivity 

compared to most of her peers. I wanted to find out why. It didn’t surprise me too much to 

find the answer, for the most part, was multi-tasking.  

 

However, we dug a little deeper and found there was a least one area where ‘slower’ might 

be more effective in the long run. When there was an incoming call, Patricia, because of 

her nature picked up the phone after the first ring. Sometimes, the first ring didn’t even 

have time to finish. She was ready…but not the customer.  

 

Even though the customer is calling you, most of them aren’t ready to begin talking, not 

right away. They may be still gathering their thoughts or honing up on a statement or an 

excuse, who knows, but if you pick up too quickly, often the conversation stops before it 

gets going. Best to let it ring at least twice.  

 

Short tip Number Two:  

 

I heard of a firm that rewards its top collector with a visit to one of their sales reps in a city 

in the U.S. They’ll fly them in on a Thursday night and then back on Sunday morning. They 

spend “windshield time” with the sales rep on Friday, calling on one or two of their 

customers. They knock off early on Friday and then the ‘winner’ has the rest of the time in 

the city to explore, visit friends/relatives, etc.  

 

- they submit a report on how to improve communications with sales and customer on 
Monday 
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- cost a couple of nights hotel, but travel reduced with Saturday night stay over (they 
can take along a spouse/friend on their dime) 

 

A neat way to improve productivity, communications and to reward performance. Talk about 

multi-tasking! 

 

 

Pithy Quote of the Month:  
 

“It is often the last key on the ring which opens the door” 

…Proverb  

http://thinkexist.com/quotation/it_is_often_the_last_key_on_the_ring_which_opens/176209.html
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SLEEPING WITH THE ENEMY 
 

WikiAnswersTM is a Question & Answer website that is fueled by contributors from all walks 
of life. Anyone can ask, answer or edit questions, thus building one giant database of 
questions and answers covering any topic.  

In other words, it is the user-driven component of Answers.com, where members contribute 
what they know and ask about what they don't. 

How to avoid paying credit card debt? 

• Leave the country  
• Change your identity  
• Hide in the backwoods  
• Die  
• Be declared insolvent or bankrupt.  
• Never run up any credit card debt. 

 

Pithy Quote of the month: 
 
“Some people use one half their ingenuity to get into debt and the other half to avoid paying 

it.” 

George Dennison, 1802 – 1870 
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POINTS OF VIEW 
 

I travel a lot by air and it is difficult to miss what I refer to as the ‘yin/yang’ advertisements of 

HSBC. The bank’s advertising campaign refers to them as ‘your point of view’. They will 

show the same photograph, with different headings. For example, they may show a baby 

with the caption ‘work’, walk a bit further and you will see the same photo with the caption 

‘play’. The same captions will be used with identical photos of a laptop. Another ad may 

use photos of a slice of chocolate cake, one captioned ‘good’ and the other ‘bad’.  

Life is like that of course; with two sides to almost everything and collections is not an 

exception.  Here are two situations from ‘our world’ with different points of view.  

At the beginning of a collection call, right after you identify yourself, your customer has ‘lost 

it’, screams & hollers, perhaps even questions the legality of your parent’s marriage…you 

get the idea.  

 

One way to look at it: It’s is a direct attack on you. So go ahead and have hurt feelings, take 

it personally, let it affect you now and maybe for the rest of the day. Holler at the kids when 

you get home and kick the cat. If you haven’t got a cat, write a note to yourself to stop by 

the local pet store or humane society on the way home and pick one up.  

 

Another point of view: What a wonderful opportunity! After all, anyone can collect from a 

customer who has money and is cooperative. It takes a real professional to turn one of 

these ‘firebreathers’ into a valued customer who will speak well of you and your firm in the 

future.  

Here is another situation:  

You manage a collection team and your best performer tells you they have been on the 

receiving end of ‘an offer they can’t refuse’. They are going to another firm for money and 

benefits that you can’t match. 

One way to look at it: More work for you and everybody to try and pick up the slack. Even 

so, it isn’t likely that you’ll be able to maintain the current level of productivity.  

Another point of view: You are a success! If you are good at development and care about 

your team, you will never be able to hang onto all of the good ones. This shows that you’re 

doing something right. You are going to have a good network out there and will easily be 

able to attract the type of candidates who want to improve their skills and performance.  
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It’s been said that a pessimist has a more accurate view of the world than an optimist. 

Perhaps so, but the other view, as we’ve shown here, may not be any more accurate, but 

tends to be less stressful and more productive. 

Pithy Quote of the Month:  
 

“You never really understand a person until you consider things from his point of view.” 

…Harper Lee, author of “To Kill a Mockingbird”.  

One more (couldn’t resist): 
 
“Always look on the bright side of life!” 

…the lads from Monty Python  
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PLAYING THE RACE CARD 
 

As fascinating as they are let's put the U.S. elections aside for the moment and see if we 

can't benefit from playing the race card in collections.  

First, pick a card...any card.  

It may be your collection team will race to the first team member to contact 100 customers 

during the week  (conversation with a customer only and no messages) 

- First team to collect X $ or reduce X 

There is always the potential for serious negative consequences when playing the race 

card. It doesn't matter so much what you select, but it needs to be simple, fair and 

measurable.  

The reward? It doesn't need to be much, about $25 in cash or a gift card will be sufficient. 

Times are tough...so if you don't have money in the budget for a bonus, spend $10 and get 

a trophy. Get one with a race car on it. You may even want to give your race a name, 

perhaps the Paul Newman, who passed away on September 26th and was not only an 

actor but the winner of several national race car championships.  

If you work on your own, you can still race. Pick a target or two and convince your boss 

about a prize or see if there is one you can award yourself.  

This Month's Pithy Quote: 
  
“First they ignore you, then they laugh at you, then they fight you, then you win.” 

 

…Mahatma Gandhi 

 

Paulsen's Disclaimer: 
 

Don't use any collection technique that is illegal, immoral or goes against your company 

policy. Life is too short and we need to be able to look ourselves in the eye in the mirror in 

the morning. If a technique makes you feel uncomfortable - use something else. There are 

many of them.  
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MAKE HAY WHEN THE SUN ISN’T SHINING! 

 

A couple of months back, I was speaking to Krista Walsh who owns a collection agency in 

Prince Edward Island. There was a particularly heavy snowstorm on the East coast that day 

and I expressed surprise she made it into her office. "I'll do everything I can to get in on 

days like this," she said. "It is one of the most effective times to reach debtors who might 

otherwise be at work and difficult to reach." 

It may be the weather but it could also be a time of the year or month or even a special 

sporting event taking place in a city or country.  

Remember the scouts motto and 'always be prepared'. When the bad weather hits, 'drive, 

walk or even dog sled' your way into the office, clear the decks of regular work and take 

advantage of a "perfect storm" of opportunity for special communications with difficult to 

reach customers. 

 
Pithy Quote of the month:  
 

Some people feel the rain...others just get wet. 

 

...unknown 
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JOB SECURITY! 
 
When I told my seat companion during a recent flight what I do for a living, he expressed 
some admiration for being in a recession-proof business. “A great time to be in the 
collection business,” were his exact words.  
In some respects it is true. They have never needed us more than right now, but it is always 
a numbers game and number crunchers will compare what it costs the firm to have you 
make a contact vs. someone with less experience or in another firm or country.   
 
Initially, there are savings with outsourcing. What isn’t as clear is the knowledge that the 
company loses and will not get back. Some money is going to be saved initially. That much 
is obvious.  
 
What is not obvious is the knowledge that will be lost and you will never get back. If you are 
on this side of outsourcing (where it is your job that could be lost) you need to become an 
advisor to your firm, a ‘Business Insight Advisor’.  
 
What do you need to do to expand on the knowledge and improve the skills that you and 
your associates bring to the collection/negotiation table that is unique? This could be the 
knowledge of your product or service, relations with sales, things you know about your 
customers from a 20 item checklist, etc. Get the books, join the groups, attend the seminars 
and take the necessary seminars. While you’re busy, be brutally honest. If you put yourself 
in the boss’s chair – would you hire you or someone with less experience who can do the 
job for half the going rate?  
 
There is no need to be covert about your action. Everybody wins. The customer gets better 
attention and service. You will be able to make more sales when you are more effective in 
collections. Perhaps most importantly of all….let’s not forget that we will be better and what 
we do, be more marketable, an asset to our firm and…have more fun! 
 

Pithy quote of the month:  
 
“If you don’t constantly make efforts to improve your knowledge and skills, at least make 
the investment in a good pair of boots and a shovel because you’re going to be like the guy 
who has to follow the elephants at the end of the parade.” 
 
     …Tim Paulsen 
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DOES LENGTH MATTER?  
 

“Three minutes,” Kwame said, “any more and it starts costing us more money.” This was a 

week or so ago in West Africa. In a tel-com firm, their collectors all use cell phones to make 

their calls and if the length is too long, it gets expensive. “Therefore,” he added, “there is a 

lot of pressure on our people to complete their calls in a short time frame.” 

 

It isn’t just in West Africa. I knew of a collection supervisor in Canada who put an egg timer 

on some of her collector’s desk. “If you can boil an egg in three minutes,” she told them, 

“you can finish your collection call.” 

 

There tends to be more freedom if you are in a commercial environment, but there is 

always pressure for improved productivity, more so with the present economy. But we tend 

to get what we reward so the quality may suffer. Besides, most collectors speak too quickly 

on the telephone already. “Ever have someone leave you a telephone number in a 

message and you have to listen to the call several times?” Think your customers will do that 

with a collection call?  

Achieving both quantity and quality is the challenge and I recommend the “CELL”6 method.  

 

C – Compose:  

This means writing a script for the collection call. This includes the introduction and how we 

handle general excuses and the closing.  

 

E – Etch:  

Repeat it often enough so that it is etched in our minds, close to being memorized.  

 

L - Let it go:  

Once you’ve “got it”, put the script away, and let it go. Being free, but with the words etched 

in your mind will keep our thoughts nimble and prevent mono-tone ‘bored’ voices.  

 

 
6 Developed the acronym with Kwame and his team in mind.  
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L - Listen:  

Tape and listen to some of your calls. If you were ‘off script’, it’s time to go repeat the CELL 

process. If you were ‘off’, but perhaps better…it is still time to go back to CELL, but with an 

improved composition.  

 

This month’s Pithy Saying:  
 
“Shorth is better than length”… 

 

Dr. Seuss 
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WHAT’S COOKIN? 
 

Last month I received an email from Patrick, working in a Quebec collection agency. He 

said he had studied “cooking art”, but was now in collections. “Tell me,” he asked, “is there 

a future in this business and how can I start building my life with this occupation.” 

 

I suggest to him that if it’s considered an “occupation”, one can do “o.k.” However, the great 

chef Julia Child said that for years the chef was not considered an artist, it was not 

considered an honoured profession. It has changed for the chef and it can change (we can 

help) for the professional collector. One can cook the same meals daily or learn from the 

best, study hard and be fearless in applying their style.  

 

Ingredients: 

 

You have heard it before, but it bears repeating: You can make bad food from good 

ingredients, but you can’t make good food from poor ingredients. We resolve past due 

accounts with communications, but that includes anything written from letters to fax and 

email, to telephone calls and personal visits. A good collection call, not followed up as 

promised…is like using poor quality ingredients. The results from both will leave a bad taste 

in your mouth.  

 

Utensils (tools) 

 

Having the right kitchen accessories such as knives, pots, pans, appliance and reference 

materials are a must for the professional or recreational cook. Besides being needed to do 

the task at hand, being properly equipped with the right cookware makes the job easy and 

more pleasurable. A telephone with a headset (don’t skip on the quality) should be a given, 

even in commercial collections. Behind your desk or in a central area of your office should 

be the top ten books on collections, negotiations and dealing with difficult people.   

 

 

Presentation  
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The way a meal is presented is important and can even “psych out” the palate. We know in 

collections that although what you say is important, the delivery (how you say it) can make 

the difference between an upset and irate customer and one who may be willing to work 

with you for a resolution.  

 

Pithy Quote for the month:  

 “If you can’t stand the heat, get out of the kitchen!”  

                                                  …Harry S. Truman 
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ROCCO’S GAMBIT 
 

There is an old-style shoe repair shop not far from where I live. The craftsman/owner is 

named Rocco. I’ve needed to take some shoes and other leather products there for repair 

and he has always done excellent work. How about his prices? I can pretty well guarantee 

every customer is satisfied because what Rocco does after inspecting the item carefully, is 

to look his customer in the eye and say, “ I’ll try to do it for you for fifteen dollars.” 

What message does this deliver?  

 

- You are getting an excellent price. 

- You feel special (there always seems to be some emphasis on you from Rocco). 

- If for some reason, he can’t come in at that price (though he always has with me), 

he has forewarned the customer.  

Quality craftsman like Rocco are hard to find. Those who can also share a negotiation 

lesson with you are rarer still.  

 

Pithy Quote of the Month:  
 

“The shoe that fits one person pinches another; there is no recipe for living that fits all 

cases. 

 

…Carl Gustav Jung 
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BORED TO DEATH! 
 

There is a public swimming pool a few blocks away from my Toronto home. It is a fairly 

large size and there are between five and six lifeguards on duty at any one time. Their shift 

appears to be about two hours long, and then they will get a break or perhaps lunch. 

However, they are never in one location for two hours. About every fifteen minutes, there is 

a switch, where one may move from a position in the diving area to one in the shallow end 

or even the nearby children’s wading pool.  

 

This avoids the dangers of complacency, taking too much for granted, getting bored and 

daydreaming – that could result in someone drowning if they don’t pay attention.   

 

It is a good idea to shift our focus too in the business of accounts receivable. If you are a 

seasoned collector who almost always handles the larger balance, more difficult accounts, 

then a half-day or even a few hours of early delinquency may be just what you…and your 

customers need.   

 

Always sitting down? Make every tenth call one where you must stand until it is over. 

Consciously make a change in the introduction of your call or if you have a hand-held 

receiver, switch to the other hand. It’s been said that a change is as good as a rest but it 

can be much better! 

 

This month’s pithy quote:  
 
“I warn you, if you bore me, I shall take my revenge.” 

 

…J. R. R. Tolkien  
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WHEN THE GOING GETS TOUGH…. 
 

Next week, I have the privilege of speaking at the 2nd World Credit/Collection Conference in 

Dublin. The title of my presentation is, “When the going gets tough….”, how the best of 

collection management survives and even thrives in these difficult times of additional 

economic pressure when the light at the end of the tunnel has been turned off to save on 

expenses.  

 

The titles of a few of the modules include:   

 

 When the going gets tough, the tough…don’t get back to the basics! 

 When the going gets tough, the tough …give up! 

 When the going gets tough, the tough …lighten up! 

 When the going gets tough, the tough …get kinky! 

 When the going gets tough, the tough …give credit where it’s due! 

 When the going gets tough, the tough …get going! 

 

I’ll share highlights with you over the next few months. Here is the first one.  

“When the going gets tough…the tough don’t get back to the basics!”  

 

Collection management can be a difficult and demanding responsibility during the best of 

times. Lately, there is the added pressure and challenges of these difficult economic times. 

What does everyone want? They want more and to have us accomplish it with fewer 

resources. However, when the going gets tough, the tough don’t get back to the basics 

because they never left them in the first place.  

 

Good management, treating people fairly, yet demanding and not accepting any less than 

their best effort may be difficult to perform consistently, may not be ‘flashy’ and sometimes 

is not very exciting, but it does work. It works in the best of times and in the worst of times.  

 

“Let’s pay the collection team a percentage of the amounts collected in the 120 – 150 day 

range.” The quick and easy fix is often seductive, isn’t it? Do you know what happens in a 
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case like this? Reductions can be expected in the targeted range, but increase everywhere 

else.  

 

If we’ve strayed from the path of good management, it’s time to step back and refocus – 

remembering that no matter what new techniques or latest popular paradigms may be 

foisted upon us from above the currently popular motivational guru – our basic philosophy 

and good management never goes out of style.  

Pithy quote of the month: 
 
“If you can’t measure it, you can’t manage it.” 

 

…Peter Drucker, author of “Management”  
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CONRAD’S LITTLE LESSON 
 

CONRAD BLACK FOUND GUILTY OF OBSTRUCTION 

Dateline Chicago, July 14, 2007, at 7:25 AM EDT 

Many of you receiving this will know that media baron Conrad Black was found guilty of 

several offences. The most serious one may be “obstruction of justice” where files were 

removed from an office in violation of a court order.  

 

A question about possible action in accounts receivable was asked just a few days ago and 

Conrad’s little lesson may provide the answer.  

 

“My firm received a deposit of about $12,000 from a company who later filed bankruptcy. 

Normally the deposit would have been returned, but this same company owes us a past-

due invoice for about $1,200.00. Can I keep a portion of the funds to offset the amount 

owed and send the difference?” 

 

I thought it best to check with a bankruptcy expert and the best I know is Hal Schaeffer who 

said, “Under no circumstances should you set off the amount owed to you without court 

approval.  Doing so would be a violation of the automatic stay which is part of the 

Bankruptcy Code which prohibits any such action without court approval. Violation of the 

automatic stay is a criminal offence and has penalties related to those who violate this law 

including jail time for the person who did the act.”  

My advice for long term success in collections is simple: 

 

a.) Don’t do anything illegal. 
b.) Don’t do anything against your moral judgment. 
c.) Follow your company policy  

 
This will still leave you lots of maneuver and wiggle room. Remember the patron Saint of 

collectors (Clint Eastwood) who said, “Turn ‘em every which way but loose!” 
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Pithy quote of the month: 
 
"On some positions, Cowardice asks the question, "Is it safe?" Expediency asks the 

question, "Is it politic?" And Vanity comes along and asks the question, "Is it popular?" But 

Conscience asks the question "Is it right?" And there comes a time when one must take 

neither safe position, nor politic, nor popular, but he must do it because Conscience tells 

him it is right."  

 

…Martin Luther King Jr.  
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PRAIRIE DOG PERFORMANCE  
 

Elizabeth Verwey is a friend of mine as well as an associate in the speaking business. I am 

in her debt for her talks on the value of mini-vacations and her tips on organizing my office. 

She is the author of “The Mentor’s Circle” and I can directly trace some of my success over 

the last few years to the ideas shared and nurtured with Elizabeth and other members of 

my group.  

 

Making plans and setting goals, as we all know, is not difficult. Putting them into place is 

often a different story.  

 

Not long ago, I participated in a performance experiment on productivity with Elizabeth, 

using one of the support tactics covered in her book. Starting at 8:30 a.m. and running for 

the rest of the morning, we spoke with each other once each hour. “What are your plans 

over the next 60 minutes? Did you do what you said you were going to do? If not, what did 

you do that was more important?”  

 

We didn’t take a lot of time with the answers because they were not the point of the 

exercise. The point was the focus on performance.  

 

Something funny happens once you tell somebody what your plans are for the next hour – 

you’re pretty much stuck on doing them. Sure, there may be a necessary change, but  

I found it was only the necessary changes that were allowed. When you know you’ll be 

speaking to someone about what you have been doing (not in months or even weeks, but 

no more than an hour, boy oh boy, do you focus! 

 

The prairie dog has only one defence. They raise the alarm and then disappear. However, 

when we pop our heads up, as many of us do from cubicles, very much like the prairie dog, 

we are presented with a golden opportunity.  
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Here is how you can take advantage of the program and increase your productivity: 

 

1.) Get a buddy:  

 

You may be working alongside your partner or in a different office, company or even 

another part of the country. (You can use this technique with email, but it is not as effective 

as the telephone.) 

  

It will also work on all levels. Credit and collection staff can use the technique but it’s also 

effective with almost any profession or level including supervisors, managers and owners. It 

is helpful if your buddy is on a peer level but it is not a requirement.  

 

2.) Schedule: 

 

Agree on a half-day, morning or afternoon, within the next two weeks.  

 

3.) Dog it! 

 

Agree on who calls whom and at what time. Keep it short. If you have regular conversations 

with this individual, cover your usual topics another time. Your objectives over the next hour 

might be for contacts with debtors, the amount collected or some other performance 

measurement.  

 

4.) Make it better! 

 

See what worked in this exercise for you and what you may need to change. (Got the right 

buddy? Were you motivated yourself?)  

 

********************* 



Tipping the Scales 

 

Tim Paulsen © Page 194 
 

 

This Month’s Pithy Saying:  
 

Cry havoc, and let slip the prairie dogs of war! 

                              –Sincere apologies to William Shakespeare.  

 



Tipping the Scales 

 

Tim Paulsen © Page 195 
 

“TIS THE SEASON” 
 

It’s mid-December and much of the world has its attention on the holiday season. This 

includes China. I wrote most of this month’s tip while sitting at the Shamrock Café at the 

airport in Beijing.  

 

 

Some of us are focused on our holiday plans. Often, of course, we have to work around 

those of our customers/debtors and suppliers. It’s a big world out there and many of my 

friends and clients live and work in countries that do not celebrate Christmas, but most of 

the following suggestions will fit Diwali, Eid ul-Adha, Chinese New Year or even Festivus’.  

 

1. It’s been a tough year for some of our customers. We don’t have much time to make a 

difference, so you’ll have to be quick over the next few days (that’s half the fun).  

 

Identify one to five of your customers who have had a particularly difficult year and put 

together a special basket or box for them and have it delivered. What’s in your “special 

Christmas package”?  

 

Depends on your customer. Maybe directed to Accounts Payable it contains special 

Christmas cookies, gift certificates to Tim Horton’s or Starbucks, a few self-help books on 

getting thru tough times – make it useful and fun. 

 

And most importantly – make it anonymous. Your customers are going to know that 

‘somebody’ out there cares about them and you’ll have a good feeling to carry around with 

you for the next few weeks or longer.  

 

This is more of a challenge with consumer accounts, but it can work there too. A Sherriff’s 

office in England identifies several debtors in dire straits each year and then arranges a 

practical gift, perhaps a washing machine. (They won’t pay the debt for them and they 

arrange the title of the unit so that it can’t be seized to settle other debts.)  

 

2. Maybe you have enough financial pressures on your own and want to say ‘the heck with 

Christmas’. O.K., but rather than just ‘carry on’ as usual, call your customers earlier rather 

than later. Let them know you wanted to get this financial business out of the way and  

then everyone can relax and enjoy the holidays.  

 

3. Shut down – It can be hard to get in touch with a lot of people anyway so it may be a 

good plan to shut down collections for a few days or even a week. Have folks catch up on 

any holidays or overtime owed or work on needed but neglected tasks.  
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4. “But, it’s Christmas!”…or…” Don’t you feel it’s better to give than to receive?” 

 

Be ready for the seasonal excuses you know you’re going to hear now (and for some 

weeks after.) Plan and practice our response now – a good scout will be prepared.  

 

5. “It’s the most wonderful time of the year”, is the title of the song written in 1963 and 

perhaps its most well-known version was sung by Andy Williams.  

 

If you have customers who are difficult to reach or you have been unable to locate…lucky 

you! This is the very best time of the year for skip tracing and making contact. People get 

back in touch with neighbours, former employers…and the employers before them.  

 

Best wishes of the Season to you all! 

 
 
Pithy quote of the month:  
 

"God bless us every one!" 

 

….Tiny Tim, as quoted by Charles Dickens 
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SURVIVAL OF THE FITTEST 
 

Les Stroud is the author of “Survive “– Essential tactics to get you out of anywhere …alive.  

 

He says there are four forces at work in the struggle for survival:  knowledge, conditioning, 

luck, and the will to live.  

 

What about the firm or the organization we work for? If we want to better ensure we survive 

during these difficult economic times then how can we have these forces work on our 

behalf?  

 

Knowledge:  

In general, the person with the most knowledge tends to be the most successful. How 

many collection books have you read? When did you read the last one? Who are the top 

five customers of your top five customers?  

 

Conditioning: This is often overlooked, after all, who needs conditioning to sit at a desk 

and make telephone calls?  We do. There is physical and mental stress and lots of 

pressure from outside as well as the top and sometimes every way we face. Learn to take 

effective breaks and develop stress reducers.  

 

Luck: We need some luck to reach our customers at the most opportune time. I think it was 

Thomas Edison who said, “the harder I work, the luckier I get”.  

 

Will to live: Stroud says, and I agree, that this is the most important force in the battle for 

survival. When you call your customer, sure we want to keep them as a customer and 

perhaps it is a ‘friendly reminder’ but let’s not let anyone forget that our very survival is 

based on collection results. We want the money – we want to win.  
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This month’s pithy quote:  
 

“Survival is not about smelling the pines and feeling the breeze on your weathered and 

tanned face. Survival is not fun. It’s not pretty. It’s never comfortable. It may involve eating 

gross things, enduring pain and deprivation, and battling fatigue and loneliness. It may 

involve danger. It’s about life or death. “ 

…Les Stroud 
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HOW WOULD CONFUCIUS ASK FOR THE MONEY? 
 

I remind people that if you take one thing from a writer it may be plagiarism. If you take a 

lot, it is research.  

 

Carol Orsborn is the author of “How would Confucius ask for a raise?” With thanks, and 

perhaps apologies to Carol, I’ve spent considerable time on the question of how the 

teacher and philosopher might approach the subject of collections.  

 

First, let’s remember that effective collections attempts to convince someone to do 

something that they don’t want to do – and to like it. That is good news if you think like 

Confucius. Why? It leads to opposition and that is the source of all innovation and 

creativity. The real question becomes: How can we make the debtor work for us? 

 

The first step is to have the debtor think that making a payment is their idea. Initiate contact 

before an account is past-due, ideally when credit is first granted. What is the process in 

your firm for paying accounts? The terms your firm has agreed to are….does that present 

any problem? Will you need anything other than X to process your payment on time.  

 

The second step is a review. This is particularly important with a new customer or a new 

project for your client. It is a fact-finding mission to ensure there are no problems – fix them 

if there are – and eliminate a later delay.  

 

In step number three, you should take a few steps, to the other side of the table. You want 

to make the debtor a member of your ‘pay on time’ committee. We are looking to set a 

payment date or schedule that will work for them and you. After all, you’re not going to 

make a deal without their agreement.  

 

Don’t forget the next step number four. Thank the customer for working with you on the 

resolution and keep them informed of dates and commitments.  
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“The superior person”, Confucius tells us, “gains complete security by composing their mind 

before they speak. They will not be brusque in their movements because others will not co-

operate and if agitated in their words, they awaken no echo in others.”  

 

What is the short answer to how Confucius asks for money? He would simply become the 

person who gets paid on time…as agreed.  

 

This month’s pithy quote 
 

“If one goes on quietly and perseveringly working at the removal of resistances, success 

comes in the end.“ 

 

… The I Ching 
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PILOTS, SURGEONS AND COLLECTORS. 
 

“What do pilots, surgeons and collectors have in 

common?”  

 

The best of them use a checklist to avoid common 

mistakes and better ensure success. There are two 

main reasons we may fail on what we set out to 

accomplish. The first one is the simple fact that we 

can’t do it all, even with the most current technology. 

However, the second reason involves being inept. 

The knowledge exists but we fail to apply it at the 

right time, if at all.  

 

The answer, good news as well as bad, is the 

checklist.  

 

Why bad? Nobody likes them. They aren’t any fun 

and we often feel they are beneath us. After all, don’t 

the greatest both dare and improvise?  

 

Maybe, but it is after they get the dumb stuff out of the way by using a checklist. Most of us 

remember U.S. Airways flight 1549 and Captain “Sully” Sullenberger. Soon after takeoff, 

their plane hit a flock of Canada geese (sorry eh) and both engines shut down.  He was to 

say later that it was a team effort. Checklists came into play also, both before takeoff and 

when they ran into trouble. (By the way, number one on the checklist was “fly the plane”.  

One can get distracted by emergency action and forget the most important single thing to 

do.) 

 

What is the single most important thing for collectors to do?  Ask for the money – and it is 

number one on a checklist we have developed. 
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I understand too that Warren Buffet uses a checklist when reviewing potential investments. 

That being the case, what do Pilots, surgeons, collectors and Warren Buffet have in 

common? 

 

This month’s pithy quote: 
 
“The test pilots made a simple list, short enough to fit on an index card…you wouldn’t think 

it would make that much of a difference. But with the checklist in hand, the pilots went on to 

fly the Model 299 a total of 1.8 million times without one accident. “ 

 

…Atul Gawande, author of “The Checklist Manifesto” 
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FIRE & RESCUE 
 

During most of March & April, I was working on a consulting project in Brunei, a small, 

pleasant country in South East Asia. Most mornings, I would be up early and jogging or 

walking past the water village, the Sultan Omar Ali Saifuddin Mosque (quite a sight) and the 

Malaysia Fire and rescue department, popularly known as "Bomba". 

 

It occurred to me that some of what we try to accomplish in collections is the same.  

 

Don't get me wrong. The heroic efforts of men and women of fire and rescue departments 

around the world, risking their lives to save others is many levels above what we try to 

accomplish from our safe and comfortable office. Yet, for our firms the similarities are 

striking:  

 

1.) We too, "Run in when others are running out". There are "fire breathing" customers who 

we have to deal with, not only to collect but turn around to have them deal with us again, on 

credit and paying on time.  

 

2.) "Fire spreads if you don't put it out early!" The professionals of collections know that 'just 

a couple of days past due' or partial payment can quickly spread damage to that customer 

as well as others.  

 

3.) "Be ready with the right tools and the training!" You need the latest and best equipment 

to contain and put out the fire and also for the safety of the team. (For us, this includes 

stress reduction training.) 

 

4.) "Fire Prevention is cheaper than putting out fires" (Safer too.) Establish and follow 

policies and procedures when granting credit.  
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5.) "It's the smoke that gets you, not the fire." Recognize the source of potential financial 

damage and take action where it is needed - not just the biggest flames or the customer 

who makes the most noise.  

 

Quote of the month:  
 
"We should put out the fire while it is still small.”  

 

…African proverb 
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NOTHING IS IMPOSSIBLE! 
 

A recent article in the Wall Street Journal described how special consultants may be called 

in to deal with a new acquisition of U.S. firms where bribes to local officials may have been 

the norm in the past.  For many years, there has been an Act, strictly enforced by the 

Justice Department – that makes it a criminal offence to pay bribes abroad.  

 

If it was just a simple matter of telling someone ‘no more money’, a firm may not need a 

communications expert. However, it is often more complicated. For example, a firm may 

have been making payments to a government official to do (at least in a timely fashion) 

what they should be doing in the first place. The situation may be rife with confrontations, 

ego and the need to continue to do business.  

 

What to do?  

 

Some firms turn to specialists such as Ken Springer of Corporate Resolutions based in 

New York and if the acquisition is in India, perhaps Ashish Sonal, founder and chief 

executive of Orkash Services Pvt. Ltd. By the way, according to Mr. Sonal, “Orkash” means 

“Nothing is impossible” in Sanskrit. It is their job to inform the bribe recipient that those 

things are about to change.  

To do this effectively they have to research and know who they will be dealing with and 
deliver the right balance of both internal and external communications.  

There are at least two areas in Accounts Receivable where such an approach may be 
successful. One may not need to call in an outside communications expert, but for some 
clients and situations, this would be effective.  

Two major challenges in Accounts Receivable are the “F.O.B.” accounts and “Unapplied 
Terms”.  

The F.O.B. doesn’t refer to ‘Freight on Board’, but to “Friends of the Boss”, the folks who 
could be related, play golf with some senior managers, went to the same school, etc, who 
believe they have the right to pay late – and not be reminded.  

For “Unapplied Terms” it means where perhaps the terms for your firm have been 15 days 
net, but this was never expected or pursued and customers have become used to paying in 
45 days or later – again, without having any reminders. (“But,” they may say, “we’ve always 
paid in 60 days!”) 
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Set up a special individual or team (even an outside ‘special’ representative) to make 
contact with your customer. Do not have the regular collector or credit manager call them. 
You’ve tried that and it didn’t work. The new team or individual has a clear communications 
objective. We want to keep each customer but also to have them pay on time in the future 
and also to ‘speak well of us’ whether to contacts within our outside of our organization.  

Difficult? Sure it is but…Orkash! (Nothing is impossible!) 

 

 
This Month’s Pithy Saying:  
 

Next to doing the right thing, the most important thing is to let people know you are doing 
the right thing.  
                        John D. Rockefeller 
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WHAT WOULD YOU HAVE ME SAY? 
 

A client in South East Asia has proven themselves to be a 

challenge over the last few years.  

They have always paid...but they are s...l...o...w. I was tempted 

to say they are a good client, but a 'good client' pays on time. 

However, I am not at the point where I have decided we won't do 

any future business.  

Sound familiar?  

Before a stronger 'no-nonsense' approach, I sent an email to one 

of their senior representatives. It included the following: "We 

hope to continue working with you in the future, but have 

concerns about promises made and not kept. Over the last few 

months, I have been contacted on occasion by potential 

customers/clients of yours, asking for a reference. How would 

you suggest I respond in the future?" 

 

Did it work?  

 

Yes, in that it elicited a response that although it was up to me how I might respond, I 

should be aware that in some difficult times, payments were slow - but always made. Now I 

have an additional commitment from a customer for resolution.  

 

Perhaps a stronger approach may be necessary next month. In the meantime, the 

customer has a reputation they can still earn - of someone who still manages to pay their 

account - in difficult times. 

 

These days, that is not too shabby a reputation!  
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This month's pithy quote:  
 
"Commitment is the enemy of resistance, for it is the serious promise to press on, to get up, 

no matter how many times you are knocked down." 

 

...David McNally 
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PLAYING GOLF AND GOING TO THE MOVIES!  
 

When one's business is focused on 'professional collections' it is not difficult to pick up tips 

and reinforcement from just about anywhere. Golf and the movies have been two important 

sources for me and I'd like to share some of them with you.  

 "Trains, Planes and Automobiles" with John Candy.  

Near the end of the movie, he sold 'shower curtain rings', focusing on what the customer 

wanted to buy...not what he wanted to sell. Same in collections. Why should your 

customers pay you? What's in it for them?  

 

 "Zorro, the Gay Blade" - The Spanish Magistrate was having someone stretched on a 

rack for being short on their tax payments. He said, "He’ll never be short again".  

 

I've used this as a memory technique. If a customer can't pay in full, don't make the 

amateur mistake of asking, "how much can you pay?” Better to say, "How much are you 

short of"...and then quote the full amount due. The size of 

your partial payments will increase...and size does matter, eh?  

 

 This month's pithy quote: 
 
“Resolve never to quit, never to give up, no matter what the situation.” 

...Jack Nicklaus 
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THIS MEANS WAR! 
 

Last week I was visiting one of the largest financial institutions in the Caribbean. I couldn’t 

help notice a large poster in their collection office, it contained the phrase “This means 

WAR” with a serious-looking camouflaged soldier. Their management team told me it had 

been a special project to focus on Accounts Receivable. (WAR - an acronym for “We Are 

Ready”.)  

 

Over a few months, they established squads, units, fought and 

won ‘most’ of their battles. In short, they used the WAR 

EFFORT as a unique way to focus on achieving objectives.  

With delinquency growing and budgets shrinking, doesn’t it 

seem like we too are in the midst of a war, doesn’t it?  How 

about you? Are you gonna’ stand on the sidelines or enlist? It 

could be a fun way to concentrate on objectives for a month or 

so and make a positive impact on receivables.  

By the way, delinquent customers are reluctant allies.  

So, who is the enemy? 

• Complacency (we have found the enemy and he is us) 

• Poor training  

• Tools and equipment not up to date (see new excuse 

tool for your phone at end of this tip) 

• Erratic and changing objectives: some weeks 

management says keep the customers, other times it’s 

‘get the money’ – let’s focus people. 

• I’m sure you can add a few more, but identify YOUR enemy – you don’t want to 

march off purposefully in all directions 

 

You and your team can have some fun with this one; it’s only limited by your imagination. 

What if you are on your own and don’t have a team? No excuse. You can join the IRE (I 

Are Enlisted. I know, it’s a stretch, if you think of a better acronym, let me know.) 
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 “Bridge over the River Cry”  

– First collection team to ‘cry out’ Target Achieved (could be specific $ or another target) 

receives $25 each and ‘chance’ to win $100 

 

“Dunkirk” 

 

 – First collector of the team to reach a specific target gets a $25 gift certificate to Dunkin 

Donuts. 

“D-Day” 

 – First collector to sign up 50 customers to automatic debits receives tickets for two to best 

show in town and dinner.  

 

“Waterloo” 

 – First unit to achieve ‘best’ something gets a weekend pass to a local themed water park.  

 

For all campaigns, even war, people can only focus for a short time. Best to plan on a 

limited engagement, but give out some medals at the end, “Grace Under Fire”, (persons 

who resolved the most difficult, perhaps irate customers) 

 

Pithy quote of the month:  

“They approach like foxes, fight like lions, and fly away like birds.” 

 

….anonymous (Jesuit). On Iroquois military tactics, 17 century 
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GANGWAY! 
 

A couple of weeks ago when I was having breakfast on the verandah of a hotel in Jamaica, 

a man joined his friends at a nearby ‘table for two’.  He had to drag over a chair from 

another table and when he sat down, he partially blocked the aisle. A waiter who had to 

shift sideways getting passed said, “You won’t be able to say there, sir. People need to get 

by.” 

“I won’t be long,” the man replied. The only thing left in the waiter’s arsenal was a sour look. 

I guess he figured he could chance it – wasn’t his table, shouldn’t affect his tip.  

A short time after, Joyce, the waitress for the section approached the aisle blocker. “That is 

one beautiful shirt you are wearing,” she told him. “I hope you have another one in your 

room ‘cause if you stay where you’re sitting the odds are there will be some jam, syrup or 

even coffee spilled on that gorgeous shirt of yours.” Her smile broadened and she added, “I 

can pretty well guarantee it.”  

The result was that not only did the man move, but he and the others at the table also 

laughed and the aisle was clear for wait staff and customers. Later, when I was leaving, I 

couldn’t help but notice that Joyce’s usually generous tip was even larger.  

What about you? I’ll bet that you have some folks within your firm who are ‘blocking’ you 

and your team from a clear run to improved performance? We could take the standard 

approach and tell ‘em we need to ‘get by’, or perhaps it may be better to take a page out of 

Joyce’s book and tell them what’s in it for them…and remember:  “smile when you say that, 

partner”.   

 

This month’s pithy quote:  
 
“Don’t just sit there. Lead, follow, or get out of the way.” 

 

      …with apologies to Thomas Paine 
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WHAT DO YOU SAY, AFTER YOU SAY, 'HELLO?' 
 

Over the last few weeks, I’ve been working with some students completing their 

assignments and testing for their designation as a CFCP (Certified Financial Collection 

Professional). The scenario we had established was for a customer/client about two 

payments or invoices past due.  

 

All of the students covered the appropriate identification of themselves and the customer, 

but quite a few of them would then ask, “How are you today?” 

 

We were ‘role-playing’ and I was into it deep, playing the part of the debtor and found 

myself irritated by the question. Someone was calling me to collect on a past-due account 

and I was unemployed, just back from vacation or a funeral, my wife had left and cleaned 

out my bank account, the cat died after weeks of enormous bills from the vet clinic (all or 

some, depending on the role I played) and here was someone “asking about my day”! 

 

I was annoyed and believe at best, most customers will be irritated.  

 

What should you say? Not much. Being polite, diplomatic and friendly is fine, but there is no 

need to pussy-foot around. “Mrs. X, the reason for my call today is….”  

 

For commercial accounts, where you have or want to establish a relationship, a bit of 

friendly banter is fine, but keep in mind a lot of the people we contact are busy. If you get 

that feeling, then better to make the question rhetorical.  “Hope your day is going well, 

Mary. I won’t take up much of your time…” 

Pithy quote of the month:  
 

“Don’t tell your friends about your indigestion. ‘How are you’ is a greeting, not a question.” 

……Arthur Guiterman, American poet  
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FIRE SOME CUSTOMERS!  
 

 “Once a year you need to figure out who are your time-wasting customers and "fire" them!  

Invest the time you save helping your good customers or obtaining new good ones – those 

where you make a profit when they make a purchase.” 

 

This month’s tip comes to us from collection expert and author Michelle Dunn. She is on 

our board of advisors for The International Centre for Professional Collections and Michelle 

is the author of several books. Her latest, “The Guide to Getting Paid, weed out bad paying 

customers, collect on past due balances, and avoid bad debt is due out in May.” (By the 

way, I’ve read the draft and I’m jealous. You’ll want to get a copy of this one.) 

She adds, “When you weed out the bad customers from the good customers, you will see 

the results in your bottom line.  The good customers are folks who order from you regularly 

and pay on time without complaint. The bad customers are customers who order but don't 

pay regularly or on time, take unauthorized deductions, or request copies of the order, 

invoices or proof of delivery.  They keep you on the phone explaining why they can't pay 

but need you to ship another order.” 

 

This Month’s Pithy Saying:  
 

“Don’t water your weeds”  

 

….proverb 
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HOW TO OUTRUN A BEAR 
 

My sister Laurie lives in Castlegar, British Columbia. Beautiful scenery, fresh air, good 

people, lots of space…bear country. On more than one occasion Laurie or my niece 

Debbie have come across a bear in their front yard.  They tell a story that some of you may 

have heard before.  

 

“How about going for a walk,” asked Bill? “O.K., “his friend Ralph said, “just let me get my 

running shoes in case we come across a bear.” Bill started to laugh, “You can’t outrun a 

bear!”Ralph looked up from lacing up his shoes. “Don’t need to,” he said. “I just have to 

outrun you!” 

 

When your customers say they have “no money”, what they mean is they don’t have money 

FOR YOU. They have spent it gave it to other creditors - people who ran faster than you.  

 

What can you do to improve the odds in the race for money that for some of our firms could 

be a matter of life or death? I’m going to share five suggestions with you:  

 

1.) Read a book. You don’t have to limit yourself to collections. You can get some good 

ideas out of sales, negotiations, customer service and books on dealing with difficult 

people.  

1. Attend a course. If you can’t get away for a day, find one on-line. They don’t cost 

much and some good ones are free.  

2. Review and revise a collection letter, fax or email. The odds are you haven’t done 

this for some time (maybe never).  

3. Tape three of your calls over the next two weeks. Find two things in each call you 

did well and want to repeat and two that you should avoid.  

4. Be thankful. Send a note of thanks to someone in Accounts Payable that helped you 

overcome a difficult situation. Maybe thanks to someone on your collection or sales 

team. Don’t forget family members! Maybe you had to miss or be late to a function, 

working later at the office. A note of thanks to your “special” team is always a good 

idea.  

It occurs to me that I should walk the talk in my business too. I’ve got some competition out 

there for collection training and some of them are pretty good. There is even a bear (Abe 
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‘Walking Bear’ Sanchez) out of Colorado who delivers some good credit programs.  

 

Here are five things I’m doing to improve my chances in the race:  

• Tipping the Scales – The last update of all collection tips in the eBook was a few 

years ago. In June, we’ll have the latest edition available. (If you’re reading this, you 

know I’ve completed this step.  

• My website has been updated and I’m doing more with some special consultants to 

improve the content. 

• “To Serve and Collect” a new seminar tailored for those who wear the hats of 

customer service AND collections 

• Offering in-house training programs to as few as three participants 

• Free lunch? I’m offering three no-fee seminars each year (charity donation)   

 
This Month’s Pithy Quote:  
 

“Forget about being a good sport. No prize for coming in third, nothing for second. This is 

one race you cannot afford to lose. You gotta’ win – no excuses”. 

 

….Tim Paulsen  
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TO SERVE AND COLLECT! 
 

Earlier this month, I conducted a series of programs in Alberta and Saskatchewan, “To 

Serve and Collect”.  The participants, like many of you, had to wear different hats. Theirs 

included Customer Service AND Collections.  

Some had started as a receptionist and a few still covered the front desk on occasions. I 

told them (to scattered applause and much nodding of heads) that the receptionist should 

be one of the highest-paid members of the team.  

 

Why? 

 

First impressions last a long time…maybe forever. You can tell from just walking into a 

restaurant, a hospital or most stores how much they value their customers. Nobody is 

fooled for very long with slogans or advertisements. A picture may be worth a thousand 

words but actions are worth ALL OF THEM. What we do speaks so loudly…most 

customers can’t hear what we say.  

 

The receptionist, ‘ The “Director of Personal Customer Relations’, needs to know just about 

every area of the business as well as the strengths and weakness of some departments 

and maybe individuals. She or he needs to know what is required (and to be able to explain 

why) on an agreement or an application.  

 

They also have to be able to see your operations from the customer’s perspective – be able 

to put themselves in their shoes and let you know what will or won’t work in service and 

collections.  

 

Maybe you don’t have a receptionist, voice mail if you’re not available. Take some time and 

record the best message possible. It needs a professional tone, tell them all they need to 

know AND be short. For most of the messages I hear, they only seem to get one out of 

three.  
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Pithy Quote of the month: 
  
 
In the end, a title is what goes on someone's business card. It speaks very little to their 

abilities. What could be a manager in one company could be a director in another. An 

executive assistant in one company could be a receptionist in another. But responsibility is 

responsibility. That's what people can be accounted on and compensated for.  

…Lauren Williams 

http://www.quotesea.com/quote/intheendatitleiswhatgoesonsomeones
http://www.quotesea.com/quote/intheendatitleiswhatgoesonsomeones
http://www.quotesea.com/quote/intheendatitleiswhatgoesonsomeones
http://www.quotesea.com/quote/intheendatitleiswhatgoesonsomeones
http://www.quotesea.com/quotes/by/lauren-williams
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WHY 
 
Our collection team members have to deal with some tough questions not only from the 

customers, but sales, customer service and just about anyone else in the company.  

• Why are your terms net 15 when your competition is net 45? 

• How come you need an updated application every year? 

• How does your organization pay its bills? 

Here is a tough question for you.  

“What have you told them to say when they are unable to answer a why question?” 

Any of these sound familiar? 

• Tell ‘em it’s our policy 

• I’ll send a query to head office 

• I don’t know 

 

A lot of our answers are designed to get the customer to pay…and then to go away.  

Think about that for a moment or two: Go away! 

In professional collections, we want the money, but the customer too! Everyone on your 

team will be more effective when they always handle the tough ‘why’ questions. Yea, I 

know…it takes more time and if you’re front line call centre sometimes you have to take the 

road ‘well-travelled’.  

But that doesn’t excuse the rest of us. Not only can we do better, we know we can do 

better.  

Pithy quote of the month:  
 
“Honest is the best policy, but insanity is a better defence.” 

 

…unknown 
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I’M GONNA TELL! 
 

Some years back, I was in a discussion with an uncle who was prone to ‘debt amnesia’. 

Specifically, we were talking about the two hundred dollars he owed me. I told him, ‘Look, if 

you don’t pay me the money you owe, I’m going to tell everyone else in the family that you 

did!’ An unusual threat or promise, but it worked.  

Typically, we let our delinquent customers know that perhaps through a credit reporting 

agency, we are going to tell others about their non or slow payment.  

A client of mine in Canada has switched that around 180 degrees and I believe they are 

onto something.  

One of the main features of the Landlord Credit Bureau is the offer to tenants of ‘positive’ 

reporting. Sometimes an individual may be delinquent, perhaps even with debt written off 

for credit cards or personal loans yet remained faithful to paying their rent on time.  

With more landlords using their services, the value to the tenant of prompt payments, and 

reasonable workarounds when there is a problem, is much more attractive. This is not to 

say that if you are a landlord, that the possibility of negative information is not of value – it 

is, very much so.  

Perhaps you are in a business where negative information is only or typically shared with 

potential creditors. The challenge is to identify a customer who has been through 

difficulties, pulled themselves back from the brink and deserves much more than a pat on 

the back.  

They deserve, I believe, a special category in credit reporting. After all, someone who has 

been to the edge didn’t fall off, bent but didn’t break (I could go on with the analogies, but 

enough) may be of more value to us than an un-tested customer.  

Your challenge? We tend to be very good at passing along ‘bad news’ in our business, is 

there a story or two that may work the other way?  

 

Pithy Quote of the Month:  
 
“If you can’t say something nice about somebody, don’t say anything.” 

 

  …Tim’s mom.  
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COLLECTORS NEEDED – JOGGERS ONLY NEED APPLY 
 

Let’s face it, most people and organizations don’t want to pay. At the very least, they don’t 

want to pay on time. There are people in Accounts Payable (the dark side) who may be 

rewarded for their cash management skills. In large part, that means cash management 

of your money! (Before any of us take umbrage, the same reward system is probably in 

place in our accounts payable departments.) 

Debtor amnesia begins to set in quickly after your customer has received the goods or 

used your services. There is no cure. The condition will remain as you deal with the 

customer on a credit basis. There is treatment however in the form of ‘jogging their 

memory’ at different stages. 

We have always known in our business that the squeaky wheel tends to get the grease, but 

just like learning jogging skills will take you further, with less injury, the same applies to how 

and when you jog the memory of your customers. 

Almost every customer needs to have their memory ‘jogged’. 

Most customers know and may agree with #1, but they don’t like it. 

The Pipsqueak: 

This ranges from just sending out a second invoice, to a second invoice with “PAST DUE” 

stamped in bold red, to a letter or email that is ‘just a friendly reminder’. They should know it 

is ‘just’ a friendly reminder, because the paragraph starts with, “This is just a friendly 

reminder,”. 

Maybe you didn’t hear me? 

If there is no response, we'll escalate, going past the ‘perhaps you forgot’ to ‘you have not 

replied to our earlier correspondence’ and here you may want to begin to let them know of 

direct or indirect consequences for non-payment or contact. 

Is payment a success? 

Perhaps payment is received as a result of the memory jogging squeaking efforts, but the 

objective of professional collections is to keep the customer, collect the money in full, and 

to have the customer pay on time – in the future. 

This may be an excellent time to compose and send a letter to your customer thanking 

them for the chance to work with them to resolve the recent outstanding invoice and to let 

them know (ever so gently and diplomatically) that payment in the future, with the terms 

they agreed to, is expected on time. 



Tipping the Scales 

 

Tim Paulsen © Page 222 
 

A variation of this letter should be sent to new customers before they even receive an 

invoice. Why wait for someone to be overdrawn at the memory bank? 

From Tim’s book of Pithy Sayings:  
 

“The only reason I would take up jogging is so that I could hear heavy breathing again.” 

…Erma Bombeck 
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Collect by crayon? 

 

 

A seasoned, experienced and dare I say 'grizzled' collection expert shared with me a 

technique he used when a branch manager for a loan company a few years back. 

When a long delinquent loan approached the write-off stage where interest would be 

reversed and the principal (only) would be the loss, they sent a unique (and unapproved by 

head office) letter to the customer.   

 

'Use a crayon', it said, 'to write our address on an envelope, and if your cheque is received 

by X date, we will credit all interest.'.  

 

As the expert told me, it was amazing how people who could not come up with a minimum 

payment, could come up with the full principle when offered a one-time deal.  

 

Would this or something similar work for your firm, in these more regulated and scrutinized 

days?  I don't know and I never advocate using a technique that is illegal, immoral or goes 

against your company policy.  
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Yet, knowledge of this successful (at the time) technique may trigger something that will 

work for you.  

Pithy quote of the month:  

“The pen is mightier than the sword.” 

― Edward Bulwer Lytton, 1839 

 

'But sometimes, a crayon brings in a lot more money!' 

- Tim Paulsen, 2020 
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THE C WORD! 
 

It is a word we hear more often than we like and one we hear more of with the advent of 
COVID-19: ‘can’t’, as in, ‘I can’t pay you. 
 
“How can you collect a past-due account or an invoice,” I have been asked many times 
over the last few months, “from someone who has no money?” 
 
My answer appears to be amazingly simple, “The same way you collected from someone 
who had no money before COVID-19: you don’t.” 
 
Blood from a turnip and all other analogies, if they have no money, you are not going to 
collect it. Mind you, I said ‘appears to be amazingly simple’. The real answer, the one you 
need, is a bit more complicated. 
 
The issue is not the virus, but the effect upon income, expense or a combination of both. 
An individual may be out of work or they or their family faced illness and expense. If it is a 
business, they may have had to close their doors for a time, or their customers did – with 
the same effect. 
 
In a way, we are dealing with the same reasons we have been hearing for many years, but 
there are more of them and though the excuse may not be new to us, it could be to an 
organizations or individuals who never had such financial challenges in the past. In 
receivables management, there is always the need to classify debtors into four categories: 
can, can’t and will, won’t. 
 

1. Ask for the money – always! The biggest mistake in collections in BC (before covid) 

as well as after is the absence of a clear and eloquent request for payment in full. 

Maybe your customer is not able to make the full payment, but you should always 

start with the belief they can and act accordingly. Maybe a customer ‘can’t’ pay you, 

but do not start on that assumption. 

 

2. Trust everybody, but cut the cards[1]: Some customers, say ‘I have no money’, but if 

correctly translated, it is: ‘I have no money – for you!’ Yes, there may be reduced 

income or an increase in expenses, but there is some money, perhaps being paid to 

someone higher on their list. Also, some customers will use any excuse for non or 

delayed payment. These fall into the ‘won’t’ category.“Mr. Hanley, of course, you 

can’t pay us if you don’t have any money. I’m sure you can appreciate however, in a 

https://incprocollect.com/?p=9981&preview=true#_ftn1
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large organization such as mine, we will have to confirm a few details before we can 

move onto the next steps.” You should have a ready list of questions. Don’t say, 

‘May I ask you a few questions’, just do it. The next three are based on the 

presumption you have verified the status of your customer. 

  

3. ‘We will have to do better than that.’Your customer may have limited funds and can 

make a partial payment or perhaps a settlement. Their first offer is rarely their best. 

“Perhaps a settlement may be the best option, Mrs. Wentworth, but the amount you 

mentioned……I’m afraid we will have to do better than that.”By the way, some 

negotiation experts will recommend the phrase ‘You will have to do better than that.’, 

with the emphasis on the ‘you’. I suggest we are walking around to the other side of 

the negotiating table and working with our customers  

– so it becomes ‘we’. 

 

4. Back to the future: Although COVID-19 has increased the numbers of customers 

you will deal with who ‘can’t’ pay, the percentage of them who ‘will pay’ is higher. 

These are often individuals and business owners who not only agree they owe you 

but would gladly pay you – if they could. Your standard time frames for collecting 

before assignment to a third-party or other action should change. Perhaps the best 

option is taking details, confirming every couple of months and then working with the 

customer for full payment six months from now. 

 

5. No money, but still successful? Okay, not collecting the money if you are in the 

receivables department may not be considered successful. However, the odds are 

we are these customers may have the opportunity to do business with our 

organization in the future, certainly to tell friends and colleagues. How do you want 

your firm to be remembered? “An assertive group of folks, did their best to collect 

but were willing to work with me and treated me well.” 

 
A positive attitude on its own, won’t get you far. But, combine it with positive action and you 
have the best chance of getting thru this crisis, and the next one, and the one after that. 
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THE SUDOKU COLLECTION TECHNIQUE: 

 

 
 

If you are not familiar with Sudoko, it is a logic-based combination number-placement 

puzzle. The objective is to fill a 9X9 grid with the numbers 1 to 9. Each column, row and 

sub-grid contain all of the digits, but only once. 

The strategy is not so much to see what number fits, but rather what does not fit. When you 

figure out what you cannot put in the column, row or grid, you will be able to determine the 

right number for the right place. 

It seems to me our business in receivables management may be similar. We need to 

overcome a client or customer's reason for not paying, but whether it is intentional on their 

part or not, that information may be as elusive as trying to fit the right number into a Sudoko 

Puzzle. If that is the case, perhaps we can get closer to the answer by using the same 

strategy – determining what ‘isn’t the reason. 

Make a list for your organization for the general reasons why you are not being paid. It 

could include some or all of the following: 

Your quality is sub-par (Could be true, could be a stall) 

Slow payment is a habit for them 

They figure they have paid enough. Remember that the position of CEO is the most 

popular career choice of psychopaths. Don’t count on empathy 

No money. This is used often but rarely true. My friend in Poland, Borys Sadowski has a 

translator that I have seen him use in collection seminars. He puts it on and has someone 

tell him, ‘I have no money’. Borys translates back to them, ‘I have money, but not for you.’ 

They want to outfox you, figure they are clever and will use stall techniques and loopholes 

to the point you will give up or be happy to offer them a discount 
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You did not ask, eloquently and on time, for the money (Never ‘assume’ people will pay you 

on their own 

You did not ask again (inappropriate follow-up 

Less money coming in (if a consumer, a change in income, if commercial, their customers 

not paying them or sales down 

Vacation, Illness 

Develop your list and keep it current. Don’t waste your time resolving an excuse that may 

not be the reason you are not paid. To paraphrase Sir Arthur Conan Doyle: ‘Once you 

eliminate excuses, whatever remains, no matter how improbable, must be the real reason 

you are not being paid’. 

Pithy Quote:  
 

‘Life is like Sudoko. If you don’t know why you have chosen that number, in the end, it will 

be a mess. Easy enough to change in Sudoko. In life – not so much. 

…Tim Paulsen 

P.S. It is interesting when trying to solve a Sudoku puzzle, leave it alone for a while, take a 

walk, get busy with another activity for a short period, and when you return, it is amazing 

how often solutions jump out at you. Same when stuck with a challenging outstanding debt. 
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SUCKING ON SATAN’S TOE 
 

 

 
 

There is a warning on the side of the box. Boldface. In Red. 

This product is extremely spicy and has the potential to cause serious irritation. The Toe of 

Satan is intended for use by adults only and should be kept out of the reach of children and 

pets. It is to be handled with extreme caution. CONSUME AT YOUR OWN RISK! 

It’s difficult for retail operations to make a go of it in a small town. Cobourg, Ontario, where I 

live, is no exception. Oddly enough there is a specialty shop that appears to be successful: 

“Tropical Delights”. If you like it hot this is your place. There are spicy products, ranging 

from ‘Asskickin Beer Bread’ to ‘Slap ya Mama’original Cajun seasoning’. You get the idea. 

A product advertised in their window caught my eye. The Toe of Satan is a lollipop, 

advertised as perhaps the hottest candy on the planet. ‘Guaranteed’, they say, ‘to scorch 

any mortal’s tongue!’ 

The Toe of Satan’s Challenge is to keep it in your mouth for five minutes. They offer a 

suggested scale: 

0 minutes     –     Coward 

1 minute       –     Wimp 

2 minutes     –     Show-Off 

3 minutes     –     Loss of Feeling 
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4 minutes     –     Really? 

5 minutes     –     “This is 911. What is your emergency” 

You may be thinking that it is rather silly. After all, something that unpleasant, why put it in 

your mouth in the first place and if you did, why keep it there? You may be right. 

However, it seems to me in some of our ‘distasteful’ clients, co-workers and maybe even 

family, we decide to keep a very unpleasant and potentially damaging lollipop of boiling 

emotions much longer than we should. Don’t get me wrong. Sometimes it’s good to get a 

bit worked out and even emotional, but keep it too long and we’re the ones who suffer. 

Next time you start getting worked up, how about asking yourself this question: “Do I want 

to such on Satan’s toe – or do I want to let it go?” 

Pithy Quote of the Month:  
 

‘Tis no sin to cheat the Devil. 

…Daniel Defoe 
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