
> The credit manager: an increasingly decisive role

The global financial crisis emphasised the impact that poor financial 
management, particularly in relation to customer debts, could have 
on companies. According to BACS, more than three quarters of UK 
businesses are forced to wait more than a month beyond their agreed 
contract terms before getting paid. Apart from the negative impact on 
revenue and cash flow for all businesses, around 25% are already 
in such financial difficulty that this added strain will eventually result 
in bankruptcy, which means that reducing outstanding debts is the 
priority for finance departments this year.

In 2015, businesses can expect their credit managers to play a 
central role, which will contribute to the expansion of the company. 
They have moved from the back office into a more prominent 
position, getting involved in strategic decision making and providing 
guidance to the sales team and senior managers to help with the 
direction of business development. If companies want to prosper, 
they can look to their credit management function to make informed 
choices about levels of risk, about how much credit to allow existing 
and new customers and to use flexible credit terms as a means of 
expanding the business for the future. 

Despite the obvious signs of economic recovery, the financial health of UK organisations can still be threatened by 
late payments from customers. In this context, the role of the credit manager has become more strategic, making 
them an indispensable business partner to clients, responsible for calculating the impact of crucial decisions about 
credit risk and controlling and automating management tasks. In 2015, the role of the credit manager is set to become 
even more challenging…
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ANTICIPATING CUSTOMER RISK: 
A CRITICAL ISSUE FOR BUSINESSES IN 2015

> An analysis of the macro-economic risk

In 2015, all eyes will be on the political upheaval that determines 
the success or failure of the Eurozone, and the inevitable impact 
on economic growth in Europe including the UK. Credit managers 
must be able to anticipate the risks that these developments present 
and find ways to work with and nurture customers, whilst still 
protecting their own organisation. This is a heavy responsibility, but 
it does reflect the growing dependence on, and confidence in credit 
managers at all levels of UK companies from the procurement and 
sales departments through to the board of directors.

The key will be to keep listening and stay close to customers. A 
good relationship will allow visibility of a customer’s strengths and 
weaknesses, their operational stability and the risks they present 
to you, all of which will give the credit manager the ability to make 
informed decisions for the short, medium and long term.

For the credit manager the emphasis will be on honing their skills in analysing and anticipating risk coupled 
with the development of a comprehensive overview of customers and prospects. This will not just be on a local 
or national basis, but for many it will be in the context of the broader European and global economic market. 
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>>> INTERVIEW : PETER WHITMORE, SENIOR CREDIT MANAGER

Tinubu Square : What is the role of credit management to a 
growing business?

Pete Whitmore, Senior Credit Manager : Credit managers have 
a critical part to play. If you imagine a wheel, all the spokes come 
from the central hub, and that is where I see credit management – 
at the centre of the business, supporting all areas including sales, 
operations, purchasing and customer service etc. On a daily basis, 
we can have a massive impact on the growth of the business by 
being able to increase credit facilities available to customers. 
Many companies grow by acquisition, not organically, and during 
that process, credit management needs to adopt a more flexible 
approach. Collecting cash is clearly the lifeblood of the business, 
but it is important to look at the way the acquired company 
managed its credit, and not strangle the process by implementing 
more bureaucratic processes that might suit a larger organisation. 
Be sensitive to how the acquired company operated because 
undoubtedly your organisation will have purchased the customer 
base, and the last thing you want to do is alienate them. If you lose 
the customers, you will have wasted your investment.

T.S. : How has the credit manager’s role changed since the 
beginning of the recession? 

P.W. : The role has changed in part because businesses have had 
to take the place of banks by providing more flexible trade credit 
arrangements. Bank overdrafts and loans became unfeasible, so 
if a company wanted to trade with you, you had to extend credit 
facilities further. This required more attention to detail and more 
frequent reviews of the risk position, over and above any credit 
insurance you had. 
We also now have closer relationships with the customer and more 
access to management accounts, and insight into the customer’s 
business plans. The credit manager’s role has become more 
creative because we are often trying to provide ‘outside the box’ 
solutions. That includes being more involved in net borrowing 
forecasts to determine cash flow and working more closely with 
treasury departments.

T.S. : What is the impact of credit management on sales and how 
do credit managers support the sales department on a daily basis?

P.W. : We are critical to sales, and equally they are critical to us, so a 
good relationship is essential. We assess all customers and look at 
each case individually, but essentially I am always looking for a way 
to say yes, even if it means a compromise, and not necessarily what 
the sales person or the customer expects. I look at the accounts and 
history, and try to develop a workable plan or a different financial 
offering. It’s about being flexible within the parameters of risk. It’s 
been a learning exercise over the years and limits and flexibility 
have changed over the years. I try to explain what I do, and make it 
personal and specific to the individual sales person and customer. 
We can find a way to do more with less.

T.S. : What are the top five benefits of efficient credit management 
to a business? 

P.W. : 
1. It is critical to cash flow and allows accurate cash forecasts.
2. It supports customer relationships – credit managers often know 
the customers better than anyone else in the organisation and often 
have to find ways to have the most difficult conversations, which are 
damaging if not handled well. Credit management is so much more 
than just a back office function.
3. We are key to the management of ageing invoices or queried 
invoices – this can hold up cash flow and tie money up in accruals. 
Businesses can be oblivious to the cost of money not coming in and 
the long-term impact of a query.
4. Control of bad debts and accrual. Most companies have provision 
for this. Risk is important to a business, but it needs to be controlled 
properly and support the business. It is healthy to have some bad 
debts; if you do not have any, then you are not taking enough risk 
and are strangling the business.
5. We can provide a proactive approach to growing the business. If a 
credit manager assesses all the customers, they can identify those 
that haven’t traded for a while, and reconsider their limits. This is a 
good incentive for a sales person to reach out and re-engage with 
a customer.

T.S. : In what way are businesses taking unnecessary risks if they don’t 
have credit management?

P.W. : Without credit management you don’t know where you are. 
You must manage your biggest asset, get cash coming in, and make 
use of credit reports and credit services. The same benefits can 
also be derived from a good relationship with your insurer, who can 
give you a lot of information. Access to accurate data from these 
sources, or from software solutions puts you in a strong position to 
guard against risk.
 
T.S. : Can credit managers form good business partnerships with 
customers and how important is this to a business?

P.W. : Partnerships are critical to business development. Credit 
managers are generally the unrecognised commercial directors of 
businesses. We get involved in so much across so many departments. 
We should be valued highly for the skills we bring to the business. 
Preventing a high value bad debt is just as important as landing a 
high value sale, but unfortunately it is not always viewed the same 
way by businesses.
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