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How I got Into Credit Management 
Simon Johnson MCICM (Grad) 
Director UK Credit Management SIG Plc 
 

You could say my career began during my O levels, as I had started to earn some money writing 
computer games for the popular ZX Spectrum. I had some success, with one game reaching the dizzy 
heights of the high street and one a computer fair at the NEC. Being a typical teenage boy, I restricted 
my buying audience with catchy titles such as ‘Chambers of Death’ and ‘Virus’. Fortunately, the techies 
put all the old ZX Spectrum magazine reviews online and I can now show them to my kids, although a 
typical review of ‘not the best game I have ever seen’ isn’t too impressive to a teenager. I eventually 
gave up trying to pit my wits against the conglomerate software houses and got a proper job. 

After finishing my A levels, I was looking forward to a summer of sport and catching up with my friends. 
That plan was scuppered when I was offered a job more or less straight away.  

This role was with Lucas Service, the automotive arm of Lucas Industries, as Organisation & Methods 
(O & A) Assistant, a catchy title which I do not believe exists anymore, probably for a good reason.  My 
job was to write all the company procedure manuals, which gave me great insight in to various 
processes within the business.  The highlight of my first year was the very exciting arrival of the first 
word processor, as this meant that I didn’t have to send the updates to the secretarial pool, and the 
outcome being that I can now type very fast! 
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Within two weeks of starting I was sent to Scotland on a week’s outward bound course. This was an 
excellent opportunity for ‘team building’ and many of the delegates who also attended would often 
come up to me in the branches years later and remind me of that week trudging through the snow 
across the beautiful highlands. The course was definitely character building and I came back a more 
confident individual - and with a few blisters! 

Within a year or so I was involved in rolling out the new ERP system from Kerridge which took me all 
over the country to the 40+ branch network. We had two weeks pre -live training and two weeks on-
site branch support and we covered many motorway miles in our reliable work horse Ford Escort 
Estate Diesels, which were fully loaded with old style, very large computers. 

This subsequently led to my title changing to Systems Development Officer, which I thought was much 
more impressive! This role gave me a good grounding in sales order processing, workshop 
management and Inventory management processes (‘EOQ’ is stuck in my head forever). On return to 
the office this put me on the help desk role supporting the branch ERP issues of which ‘have you 
switched your PC on and off ?’ became a very common solution to a lot of calls! 

One day, I was called into the office and told that the Purchase Ledger Manager was retiring and asked 
if I wanted the job?  I duly accepted, as there were many others within the business who were probably 
more qualified than me.  I inherited a team and became a manager for the first time at the age of 26. 
This gave me a good understanding of the importance of paying companies on time.  This experience 
was to prove very useful, when after a year the Credit Manager left and I was offered this role.  Once 
again, I accepted and inherited a larger team. This role provided invaluable experience in many aspects 
of people management, which stood me in good stead for the future.  

So, as in the case with many people in this industry, I ended up working in credit by accident. 

The whole process of developing the Kerridge ERP system opened my eyes to the way software houses 
work; i.e. charge the client to add the functionality they want and then sell this to the next client. A 
simple progressive model that is hard to beat. 

It was during the development of the Kerridge system that we added automatic allocation using four 
basic rules. This went live in early 1990, so you could argue that Lucas implemented one of the first 
versions of RPA nearly 30 years ago! 

During my time at Lucas I had day release to take a business studies qualification. I then went on to 
Sheffield Business School to study for DMS (Diploma Management Studies). 

It was after 10 years that I decided, having had considerable experience moving around departments 
in Lucas, that I needed to improve my knowledge in accounts and finance. I moved on to an Italian 
owned, steel stockholder in Rotherham as Office Manager. I would always know when the Italian 
owners were coming across as the whole factory would be completely repainted a few days before 
and the smell of paint would waft through the air as you parked your car. 

I achieved my objectives in this role, as I gained experience in completing UK and Eire vat returns, 
intrastat returns, and manual cashbook entry. I also covered purchase ledger and supporting credit 
management.  During this time, my daughter was born and I was also studying for an accountancy 
qualification CDipAF in order to build up more credibility in managing in the accounts and finance 
sector (which I believe Philip King also took for similar reasons). At this stage I still didn’t really know 
what I wanted to specialise in. 



CICMQ Articles  3rd October 2019  Simon Johnson (SIG Plc) 
 

After completing the above course (coming second in the world for management accounts and third 
in the world for financial accounts) I began to take a greater interest in credit management and was 
fortunate enough to obtain a role as Group Credit Controller at Waste Recycling Group plc (WRG) 
based in Doncaster.  This was my first taste of a plc financial environment. The company operated at 
multiple regional centres and were the largest landfill owners in the country. 

During 2001 the business implemented electronic point of sale signature at the weighbridge as trucks 
would enter and leave the landfill site. My visits to landfill sites were deliberately fleeting due to the 
stench of Methane and the copious amounts of flies. Visiting customers would often involve meeting 
the owner in a portacabin in a very muddy yard protected by vicious dogs!. Ultimately though meeting 
owners face to face was essential in obtaining that all important character assessment. 

Whilst at WRG I started the CICM qualifications, eventually qualifying as a Graduate and attaining the 
highest mark in the country for two exams.  We won’t mention the one exam which I managed to get 
the wrong date for! 

During my tenure at WRG, I was part of the finance team that created the Shared Service Centre for 
WRG based in Doncaster.  This involved creating a new team and managing the diverse customer types 
ranging from one man skip hire businesses to long term council contracts. 

At WRG I was part of a small group that created the waste industry credit circle (remember that Brain 
Morgan?). 

After 4 years at WRG I took up an offer from SIG plc, a £2.7bn European construction company based 
in Sheffield in an old haunted (allegedly) ex army barracks,. The offices were located in the ‘blue’ 
quarter of the city but I didn’t let that put me off (note – football joke!). 

During my time at SIG, I continued my local CICM branch committee membership in various roles 
including Chairman and whilst it remains a challenge to entice people to attend branch events at work, 
I still try and participate as much as I can. 

With SIG being a distributor in the marketplace this means one of the main strategic enablers is the 
granting of credit, and therefore it was an important statement from SIG to recognise the importance 
of the role by making me Director of UK Credit Management in 2008 and inviting me to join the SIG 
Senior Leadership Team (SLT). 

An ongoing objective I had at SIG was building a high performing team who shared my vision of 
delivering high customer service levels and embracing continuous improvement and this team quality 
was key to SIG being one of the first companies to achieve CICMQ status. During a 10 year period, we 
were winners and finalists in many credit industry awards. 

CICMQ is a fantastic benchmark for any business and recognising some of your processes as ‘best in 
class’ is very rewarding. Personally, I was very proud of the financing solutions offered to customers 
which added value to SIG’s customer service offering and elevated the credit team within the business. 

Personal development is key and I don’t think you can ever stand still otherwise you start to drift 
behind therefore I try and contribute and learn from events and forums as much as possible. I am 
involved in the ICM think tank , CICM mentor programme, and I speak and judging at various national 
conferences and awards. A personal favourite of mine, for which I felt very privileged, was presenting 
the SIG Protect/Director Watch tool with Experian at the CICMQ Event in the iconic Lloyds of London, 
a very special place. 
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During my 15 years at SIG it has never seemed as though I was working for the same company, with 
each new Group board changing strategic direction and restructuring the business, creating numerous 
significant change management projects. These ranged from rapid acquisition integration to 
divestment policies and more recently, outsourcing the AR and finance functions to two countries 
(Bulgaria and India) within a very tight three month period. As you would expect this type of outsource 
creates a number of new challenges, some more enjoyable than others. However, the dynamics of 
managing offshore teams, whilst also taking advantage of improved technological capabilities offered 
by the outsource partner can lead to service improvements in addition to the initial cost savings driver.  

I try to add value in whatever I do.  This has put me in good stead for most of my career and hopefully 
will help me through the rest of it.  Ultimately, the dream job has to be to manage Sheffield United, 
albeit the existing manager seems to be doing a decent job at present! 

 

For more information about CICMQ and the Chartered Institute’s Best Practice Network please 
contact cicmq@cicm.com 


