
 
 

 

Sharon Adams FCICM 
 

A young mum at 19, it wasn’t until my mid-twenties that 

I considered any kind of career for myself and even 

then, I didn’t know what I wanted to do or indeed what 

I was even good at! 

 

1988 (or thereabouts) I was interviewed for an office 

job at a distribution company in Kirkby. I got the job on 

condition that I pass my driving test.  This I did, 

miraculously! Starting off with general admin work, I 

was asked one day to ‘chase some customers for 

payment’, my first introduction to a sales ledger. 

 

A few days later, the postman delivered the sack of post and almost every envelope contained a 

cheque. This was met by a lot of good-humoured banter from the guys in the office and the sales 

ledger became mine from then on. 

 

Shortly afterwards, Margaret Thatcher introduced the community charge to the UK and 

opportunities to work in Knowsley Council arose.  

 

I decided to apply and was later offered the job as a Community Charge Officer. This experience 

opened my eyes to a different way of working. It wasn’t for me, at the time there was too much 

red tape (I know things are very different now) and I missed the buzz of the private sector. 

 

After a while, myself and a colleague were asked by the Department Head to join a company he 

had set up to collect the community charge for the London boroughs...big mistake (and there has 

been a few of those). Leaving the security of the council for an unsecure job where the culture was 

suspicious and many of us regretting ever being ‘headhunted’ was doomed to fail. 

 

Every phone call was a person on the other end, upset because they couldn’t afford to pay the 

charge or their choice was either Christmas presents for the kids or pay the charge, made me 

realise how unfair the community charge was and  what a big mistake I’d made. 

 

 So many people had judgements made against them for non-payment or deductions made from 

their meagre benefits to pay that charge, I just thought, “what am I doing?” (Thankfully, the 

community charge was abolished soon after and replaced by the much fairer council tax). 

 

Following this bad move, I then moved back to the distribution centre but this time for a job in 

Head Office where I worked for the company’s Credit Manager who introduced me to The Institute 

of Credit Management (as it was then). She was my staunch supporter, having recently qualified 

herself to MICM (Grad) level - now MCICM (Grad) - and integral in the start of my credit 

management journey. 

 



She encouraged me to study and take my exams in all areas of credit management. This increased 

my knowledge and confidence considerably and I found I really enjoyed it. I studied in Liverpool 

with Reg and Mike in the evenings, Saturdays/Sundays, wherever and whenever we could find a 

venue to hold our class. 

 

1999, now fully qualified to MICM (Grad) level and I was invited to the first ever graduate luncheon 

held in London. I was excited at this stage and looking for advancement in my chosen career. I 

knew if I was to get on then I would need to further my experience by working for different 

companies. 

 

This proved to be quite hard going.  When I look back now, especially with one particular company, 

I worked at for about a year, Credit Control was seen as a back-office function with little influence 

on the organisation even though the ledger value was substantial. Poor leadership, non-existent 

customer service, lack of training and no personal and professional development opportunities 

meant that both morale and performance was extremely low within the department.  

 

The Credit Controllers would exhaust all avenues for collection and if they could not extract 

payment, the account would go to the company’s legal team and there it would sit for an indefinite 

period along with a multitude of other accounts with no action being taken for any recovery of the 

monies owed. 

 

Weak processes, a system that didn’t work and a bad culture which was ingrained within the 

business. 

 

The next role was probably the worst role I’ve ever had in credit and after 18 months of witnessing 

behaviour that I can only describe as cut throat. I left thinking that I’d rather stack shelves in Tesco 

than continue. I did however, learn how to liaise with contacts in our customers’ Accounts Payable 

departments to clear down massive amounts of debt and receive regular (and substantially large) 

payments. Again, I was aghast at the lack of processes within an organisation and worked to my 

own with a great deal of success. 

 

I also learned all about debit notes and deductions by coming into a stack of them to deal with 

each day. When it came to implementing a robust Dispute Resolution System a few years later, I 

was well equipped! 

 

I think it’s probably accurate to say that neither company would have obtained CICMQ 

accreditation status in a million years, and I didn’t last long in either. 

 

A few years on and I’m now in my early 40’s. I’ve made a few bob on a property and came into a 

bit of inheritance. Being the adventurous (or foolish) type, I decided to buy a property in Spain and 

try my hand at selling property out there. 

 

The apartment was gorgeous, I moved out there for a few months but it soon became clear that I 

wasn’t cut out for a life in the sun. I got a job selling property and it suited my personality but I was 

not at all confidant that I could drive people around the coast looking at properties...and get them 

back in one piece!  

 

I knew I had to get back to England and resume my career in credit and this time make sure the 

role was right for me, especially if I didn’t want to end up bankrupt! 

 



Fate stepped in, I rang ICM to ask if there were any suitable roles and was told that yes, Aimia 

Foods was looking for a Credit Manager.  They asked if I could fly back for an interview. At this 

point I decided to pack my bags and head home. 

 

I met with the Credit Manager for Aimia, Liz and we really hit it off, (fellow MICM (Grads)). Liz went 

off on honeymoon and before doing so, arranged interviews with the FC, FD and MD. As it was a 

family business, the FD and MD were part of the family. 

 

Well, when you just know that something has not gone well!  I had the interview first with the FC 

and FD and they did not get me at all. To be fair, I have never been very good at selling myself so 

I do take some responsibility for the disaster of an interview. They then introduced me to the MD, 

with whom I spent a couple of hours with, and this did go well despite me feeling like I’d completely 

blown it. 

 

As it turned out, I was flying out to France that afternoon with a friend. The next morning, I received 

a call from ICM advising me that I hadn’t got the job as the FD didn’t think I had enough substance 

behind me, (this later came back to haunt him).  

 

Deflated, I then rang a company in Italy that I’d arranged to have a second interview with later on 

that week to inform them that I wouldn’t be attending due to the fact that I had decided to stay in 

England. 

 

Her answer, well if you change your mind Sharon, there is a job here for you with your name on it 

anytime! 

 

As I’d been turned down for a job in Haydock and offered a job in Italy in the space of a few 

minutes, I turned around to my friend and said, Jen, get the champagne out, there will be 

something around the corner! 

 

So, we drank champagne in the sun and contemplated the future. 

 

To cut a long story very short, Liz, (Aimia’s Credit Manager, are you keeping up?) came back from 

honeymoon and found out that I hadn’t got the job. She couldn’t understand why and they 

changed interview tactics with Liz now sitting in with the FD on the first round. After seeing how 

thorough she was and listening to Liz’s insistence that she had already found her replacement, 

they decided to invite me back for another interview. 

 

I was sitting in the library at the time, job-hunting when I received the call from ICM asking me to 

go back for an interview. My son, said, “Mum, go back with your head held high, you’ve got nothing 

to lose, it’s their loss if they don’t offer it to you!” 

 

With his words in mind, I did and it was a completely different scenario. I was interviewed by both 

Liz and the FD and it went well, I do remember saying at the time though, that if it was going to 

work, I would need his complete support. 

 

By the time I arrived home, ICM had called to let me know they wanted to offer me the job and 

yes, he gave me his complete support as soon as I started and from then on. 

 

It was 2007 when I took over the role from Liz as Credit Manager for Aimia, just before the 

recession. I’d bought my apartment at top dollar and saw it come crashing down in price. It was a 

terrible time and people were just handing back their keys in Spain.  



 

Aimia came to my rescue and bought my apartment as a holiday home for its employees and they 

still have it to this day. 

 

This action meant a great deal to me and secured my loyalty. It also increased my awareness and 

empathy for our customers who struggled to keep their businesses afloat over the next few years. 

We took every opportunity to work with them to ensure their businesses survived but at the same 

time protecting our business and at the first sign of any insolvency or administration, trading down 

and utilising our ‘all monies’ retention of title clause when necessary. 

 

Over the next ten years, our team developed and we formed a strong bond. During this time, the 

three of us managed every aspect of the order to cash cycle for a £70m turnover company whilst 

supporting each other through the ups and downs of life. It was special. 

 

A year or so into the role and I saw an advert for QICM Accreditation (now CICMQ Accreditation). I 

called the Institute and found out more about it.  I then spoke to the Aimia board and asked for 

their support in going through the process. I knew we were recognised and respected throughout 

the business for the results we achieved but I wanted to ensure we were doing everything to Best 

Practice and I also wanted to learn. Technology was advancing rapidly and I wanted to keep up 

and find out what was out there and how it could impact our department and allow us to work 

more effectively. 

 

The opportunity to be recognised as a Best Practice department and be part of a Best Practice 

network was very appealing. 

 

The Aimia Board were supportive and I arranged for an assessor to visit to perform the QICM 

Discovery and start the process. 

 

This is where Mr Chris Sanders FCICM enters the picture. He performed our assessment, gave me 

a few tips and areas to work on and a couple of months later, Aimia joined the small list of QICM 

accredited companies. I didn’t know at that time how much of an influence he was to have on my 

career. 

 

Two years later and I was invited to interview for the role of a QICM Assessor. Following a rigorous 

interview with Chris, who by this time had been given the role of Head of QICM accreditation, and 

Philip King, CEO of the Chartered Institute of Credit Management, I was accepted for the role and 

Aimia demonstrated their support by giving me a number of business days per year to perform 

the assessments. 

  

Since 2012, I have performed over 90 assessments for CICMQ and worked for Chris who has 

become my great mentor and friend. 

 

During the ten years at Aimia, we were successfully accredited for four successive two-year 

periods, 2011 - 2019 improving and raising our game each year. 

 

I left in 2017 after successfully achieving Centre of Excellence status from CICM and feeling that I 

had achieved all of the things I wanted to do and some things I didn’t even know I was going to do. 

There was nothing else I could achieve and I left the department in the very capable hands of the 

team. My legacy to them and their challenge to uphold. 

 



Two highlights of my career stand out, being accepted for fellowship of CICM and winning Credit 

Professional of the Year in 2013, my claim to fame and subject of past glory! 

 

My FC at the time, wrote a great application for me for the Credit Professional of the Year award 

at the ICM British Credit Awards 2013 and the judges must have thought so too as they awarded 

me the title.  

 

The following extract has been taken from the original application for Credit Professional of the 

Year 2013: 

 

A few excerpts from the application below: 

 

As a Financial Controller at Aimia Foods Ltd, I have no hesitation in nominating Sharon for this award. In a year 

when we have celebrated sporting success at the Olympics and Paralympics it is fair to say that Sharon is definite 

gold medal material. She is a credit professional in the Jessica Ennis mould - comfortable and able to succeed in a 

number of areas of her profession, as I shall highlight below. 

 

As a credit professional, not only has Sharon been satisfied with bringing together an exceptional team, which has 

consistently delivered excellent results for the business and culminated in achieving QICM accredited status for 

Aimia Foods, but she is heavily involved in raising the profile of her profession through her work for the ICM. 

 

Sharon lives and breathes credit management and she has passed this passion on to her team, who work for her 

and with her to achieve outstanding results. We are all measured by the results we achieve but to just look at these 

alone is to miss the point, there is so much that is intangible in what Sharon does. But it's the results where I will 

start. 

 

As well as her day job, Sharon passionately believes in raising the profile of her profession through the ICM. 

 

This started through regular contributions in the form of articles in the ICM publication, among others. Continued 

with Sharon attending and speaking at networking events and teaching and mentoring students studying for ICM 

qualifications, including after-hours sessions for her team at Aimia to ensure they successfully completed their 

exams. 

 

And not being satisfied with adding Aimia Food's name to the select but growing group of QICM accredited 

companies, Sharon has taken this a step further and been appointed as a QICM Assessor. This doesn't surprise me! 

Where other people might view attaining QICM status for their department as reaching a pinnacle and take a step 

back and bask in the glory, Sharon is different. She continues to climb! This drive, vision and passion to succeed and 

better herself is something that sets her apart from others and deserves recognition. Especially as she is doing this 

in her own time! 

     

 

Credit Management has given me a fantastic career, some wonderful opportunities and plenty of 

experiences, enjoying the good and learning from the bad. 

 

As an Assessor for CICMQ accreditation from The Chartered Institute of Credit Management, I love 

my role and am privileged to meet the Credit Managers and their teams at the top of their game, 

driving best practice and breaking down barriers. In the early days, Chris nick-named me ‘The 

People’s Assessor’ and this has stuck, probably because when I perform the assessments for 

CICMQ accreditation, I look for the intangible as well as the tangible, the people behind the 

processes, their drive and determination to be the best and to provide a first class service for their 

organisations. 

 



I have also recently joined Hilton Baird as a Receivables Management Consultant. This is a trouble 

shooting role which I was quite frankly, born to do and something which my team at Aimia always 

told me to I should be doing! Challenging but extremely satisfying, it involves transforming credit 

departments who have veered off course and guiding them into fully functional credit teams, 

equipped with the training and knowledge to fully support their businesses.  

 

At age 60 now and nowhere near retirement, (good job as the government have raised the 

retirement age for my generation to 67!) and I am where I should be. 

 

I will never stop contributing to the Credit Profession I love and I’m so glad I got into credit 

management however inadvertently. I am grateful for the opportunities it has presented and the 

fabulous people in all different areas of credit that I have had the pleasure to meet along this 

incredible journey. I feel very privileged and lucky to be doing what I do now in both roles. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Do you have a story to tell? Contact the team at cicmq@cicm.com 
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