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What we have Learnt. 
If we were all blessed with the benefit of hindsight we would be millionaires, wouldn’t have 
bought that car, had that ‘just one more’ drink and would have bought low and sold high. 
Sadly none of us guarantee the outcome of our decisions, a little like any systems 
implementation or rocket launch, you never really know what is going to happen until you 
throw the switch. Having done something before…or what we call experience…helps to 
narrow the odds of failure or making a complete idiot of ourselves, but with this latest crisis 
none of us can call on this bank of experience as we are all, in what is fast becoming the 
hashtag of the year, in a ‘#newnormal’, but of course none of us know what this ‘new normal’ 
will look like as it hasn’t been decided yet! 
 
We are only a few weeks in, 5 or 6 or something (#groundhogday), but from the 18 CICMQ 
ZOOM Sessions, or thereabouts, we have held so far with 400’ish credit professionals 
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attending from every sort of industry, the news media, social media etc. you can begin to get 
an idea of the heroes and villains in business, what worked and what hasn’t, who jumped too 
quick and too late and who seems to have nailed it…for now! 
 
A few things we know for sure are that injecting disinfectant to cure the virus is not a good 
idea, a billionaire requesting a bailout from his private island is a bit of a PR disaster, people 
who were once considered ‘low paid’ turn out to be essential and an old soldier walking 100 
times around his garden can capture the hearts of the nation and raise more money than a 
bunch of celebrities and influencers on a TV ‘special’.  If we learn anything from this crisis it is 
that we should never underestimate ordinary people. 
 
In one of our CICMQ ZOOM Sessions we spoke of ‘Survive and Thrive’ and for the past few 
weeks organisations have been focussing on the ‘Survive’ phase essentially keeping the lights 
on through managing 3 specific areas costs, cash and people.   
 

 
 
Business Continuity Planning 
One thing we know for sure that all of those ‘Business Continuity Plans’ just didn’t cut the 
mustard when the lockdown kicked in. Renting a set of spare offices to re-locate your teams 
as your building has burnt down or flooded has now been proved not only expensive but 
unnecessary as businesses have been forced to figure out how to get everyone working 
remotely. Will these ‘contingency offices’ ever need to be used again? If not there is another 
revenue stream for someone that will be missing in the future. As mentioned we are have 
been in unchartered waters, but now I think we at least understand a direction of travel and 
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things are starting to settle down, but 5 or 6 weeks ago all bets were off and organisations 
made decisions on very little information not knowing what was going to happen, the switch 
had been thrown without any preparation and the impact of this was very dependent on the 
industry you were operating in…or the industry of your customers.  
 
Was your organisation an early jumper? 
There were those that jumped too early and furloughed staff immediately without fully 
understanding what would be needed in the coming few weeks. For example an organisation 
that furloughed their entire accounts function and then realised they had nobody to 
reforecast cash flow, the other company that lost all support staff and took too long to 
support their customers who went elsewhere for help, the company that furloughed all sales 
staff leaving the credit team alone in trying to understand customer issues. We now know 
that ‘Jumping Too Soon’ is as bad as jumping too late or not at all. 
 
Of course as mentioned at the beginning none of us are blessed with hindsight, but there 
have been some unintended consequences of decisions made by the ‘higher paid’ who don’t 
fully understand, at an operational level, what goes on and what is important. How 
organisations act in this ‘Survive’ phase will set the tone for the ‘Thrive’ phase post lockdown 
and also possibly the outcome and what comes next. Reputations will be made and lost on 
how organisations act now not only to their customers but also their employees and 
stakeholders. 
 
We have seen some excellent examples of caring organisations. The company with 40,000+ 
employees worldwide who gave all staff $250 to cover minor expenses when working from 
home, the company that immediately worked with individual team members to understand 
the issues they had, making sure that they furloughed staff who would benefit from the 
process, those staff who were vulnerable, those with partners in emergency services, home 
carers with kids and relatives to look after etc. not arbitrarily furloughing whole departments 
as some have.   
 
Interestingly the organisations that waited a while, just a week or so, and did some planning 
rather than immediately jump, have greater resilience now in other words they have people 
available to do the new critical tasks…wrongly considered unimportant by the early jumpers. 
What we have also seen is that planning is good, but a plan is useless as the variables change 
constantly, but after about 6 weeks now we are beginning to see a new ‘temporary normal’ 
emerging and a drum beat of new measures, calls, catch-ups, 1.2.1s, Zoom social gatherings 
for teams and new reporting and forecasting. 
 
 
Cash becomes important when it starts to run out! 
A common experience for all of the Credit Professionals at this time has been the increased 
scrutiny from Senior Management in their businesses, it is as if the higher paid have just found 
the name and contact details of the Credit Manager. Cash forecasting and cash targets are 
now a weekly and sometimes daily occurrence, sales calls and debt calls have become more 
frequent and the senior management team members and salespeople are actually turning up 
rather than sending a substitute. Once again like the 2008 Credit Crunch the credit 
management team are in the spotlight and some are milking the opportunity and rightly so. 
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We have heard of many organisations seeking to invest in the credit and collections function, 
with new systems, increased resources and purchasing business information on their 
customer bases. This is an opportunity not to missed, memories are short so many are being 
bold now recognising this is a time when the value and recognition of what the credit 
management team do is high on the agenda.   
 
Credit Managers are also being listened too with sales not being so bullish about the new 
customer who just turned up out of the blue…probably due to the fact that the credit line 
with their current supplier is exhausted. One Credit Manager said that ‘Senior Management 
and sales are listening to me now more than ever before, when I say a new customer is bad 
they believe me.’ You can imagine the previous conversation ‘That is just the financials he is a 
good bloke I have known him for years.’ Again take note as I posted on LinkedIn a few days 
ago…the outcome of this is in your hands don’t waste this opportunity!  
 

 
 
It is about the people…it always is! 
Moving away from the office to working from home for many is great, for others in more 
mature organisations with more mature long serving members of staff of 20 years plus, have 
struggled with the new ways of working as have some Middle Managers. Millennials get the 
better work life balance that they want and the ability to work with less supervision that they 
crave. However, there is a saying in change management community which is ‘The main 
blockers of change are those middle managers fearful of losing power.’ These guys (gender 
non specific) have been forced down this ‘work from home’ approach in recent weeks an 
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option which was just…well not an option in the past as far as they were concerned. Why? 
…because they lost the ‘Command and Control’ requirement that they are used to. The 
buildings full of people that ‘work for them’ with their corner office they have worked for all 
these years, ducked and dived through the office politics to achieve is something that, in the 
past few weeks, has been ripped from their grasp. The ‘One day my boy (girl) all this will be 
yours’ has well and truly disappeared. 
 
We also have seen the more mature worker struggle with the new work from home 
requirement some lacking the basic infrastructure to allow this to happen like fast broadband, 
an ‘office space’ with a phone nearby or decent mobile coverage and no home laptop. One 
organisation in the wilds of the countryside just couldn’t ‘pivot’ (a new consulting buzz word) 
the credit function to remote working, no mobile coverage, limited broadband for their team 
that all lived in local villages. Many managers take this for granted with their laptops and 
company smartphones but for many at the coalface this is new territory, as one credit 
manager said with, shall we say an older demographic in their team, they weren’t aware how 
much their people actually missed the office and wanted to come back.  
 
Jack Welsh (ex Boss of General Electric and Business Leadership Guru) died on the 1st March 
2020 a matter of a few weeks before the lockdown. He gave an interview not long before his 
death where he said, and I paraphrase, that when people say that they love change or they 
are ‘change agents’ they are lying they probably don’t mind inflicting change on others but 
when it comes to being on the receiving end of change that they have no control over they 
don’t like it. Fundamentally nobody likes change!   
 
We know that the 4 main reasons people stay in their roles are cultural, being in a good team, 
having a good boss, having a great working environment and most importantly being 
recognised for a job well done. This means that managers are having to find new ways of 
fulfilling these requirements remotely and of course, let’s not forget, this is as new to the 
managers as it is the people and it is clear some are struggling but some are LOVING it! Many 
are ‘making it up as they go along’ which is fine but the knowledge and experience of others 
and sharing that experience is important. With the CICMQ Zoom Sessions the most positive 
feedback we get is about just that, understanding what others are doing…nobody has the key 
to the room with all of the answers and nothing is right or wrong as every organisation is 
different, the makeup and demographic of the team is key. We will be exploring this a lot 
more in the coming weeks, this is probably one of the more interesting aspects of this 
crisis…how to work with the people.  
 
 
The Crystal Ball Bit…May the 4th be with you! 
As I have mentioned the #newnormal hasn’t been decided yet but that shouldn’t stop us from 
planning for whatever it is. As mentioned planning is great but a plan is useless. We are at the 
end of the first full month of lockdown, billing for pre-lockdown March has meant for many 
cash was still flowing in April, with large organisations procure to pay systems completing 
their cycles, but now the rubber is about to hit the road with DSO measures for many 
becoming meaningless as revenue has dropped off, as one curve flattens another spikes. 
Many organisations will now have to start to address their aged and disputed debt to keep 
some cash coming in, a tough job if the sales team are furloughed.  Rumours are out there 
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that in the next few days some announcements will be made about a phased release of 
lockdown, 7th or 8th May was metioned as the date the government will deliver a plan, but 
again nothing is certain with Germany reviewing their release measures and a significant 
increase in Covid-19 deaths announced in the UK as the measures now capture all sources 
including care homes. We also have a new thing the ‘R’ number keeping infections below 1 
but we know as each lockdown activity is eased we could be forced back to tighter measures 
as the R gets close to or above the critical 1.  
 
As we are now in the swing and beginning to get the drum beat of operating in lockdown, 
now is the time to start planning for post lockdown. 
 
In recognition that we are getting used to the new way of working, in a recent CICMQ Zoom 
Sessions we have been asking the Credit Professionals on the calls a couple of simple 
questions 
  

1. What 3 things are you planning for coming out of lockdown? 
2.  What will be important to you and your team when you come out of lockdown? 

 
The answers to these questions were pretty consistent regardless of the industry the 
respondents were in. They were from logistics, energy utility, professional services, postal 
services, building materials, facilities management, lawyers and food production amongst 
others. To summarise their comments I have split this into a few headings, People and 
organisation, systems and processes, stakeholders, customers, debt, KPIs and processes. 
 
People & Organisation 
In terms of what is important the safety of the people was a key concern, moving back to the 
office in a controlled way ensuring the safety of their team members especially those with 
vulnerable family members. A phased back to work team plan is being developed but some 
of these team members may remain ‘remote workers’ dependent on their roles or 
circumstances. This Lockdown is being seen as a bit of a test for this. Office rotas, some in 
some out and staff being allowed to work one or more days from home in the future, again 
for those that want to. Where this has been a successful transition, organisations are looking 
to understand what the new office could be. Some have never really considered remote 
working so the investment has not been made, for these firms getting back to the office is 
most likely to be much the same as it was before. One company recognises that the 30 plus 
offices they have now are likely to be reduced as people remain remote given the success of 
the transition. For some cost saving has been brought forward due to revenue reductions 
with offshoring being brought forward by some months. For more than one transitioning from 
one location to another, distributed collections teams to single SSC had already been kicked 
off, this is continuing apace despite the lockdown, others have started in April keen to make 
this happen as lockdown ends, a tough call when you cannot face to face recruit and train 
new staff. One organisation with 150 plus people will complete a phased return to maintain 
social distancing. With a very diverse demographic work force this organisation like others 
are working with the individual team members making sure everyone’s requirements are 
met. 

 Our Recommendation – Put together a ‘Back to the Office Plan’ consider timings, 
social distancing, individual team member needs for a phased approach. Take the 
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opportunity to consider more flexible options for working, rotas for working from 
home etc. Does everyone need to come back to work at the office? It is important that 
people do come back on occasion to remain, and be seen as, part of the team, but do 
they need desks? Set up a hot-desk area for them.  

     
Stakeholders 
It is clear that organisations are a lot more interested in what the credit team are up too now, 
the trick here is to keep this level of interest going. Credit Teams have developed new reports 
during these times, more frequent cash forecasts to satisfy the senior leadership enquiries. 
As we have said many times…NOW is the time to demonstrate the value of what you do as 
credit professionals. Daily conference and video calls with the senior leadership are now 
pretty much happening in every organisation we speak to. These cover not only cash forecasts 
and targets, but also order approvals, dispute management and resolution, new customer 
approvals etc. 

 Our Recommendation - Build a plan or a road map for the next 1, 2, 3, 6, 9, 12 months 
and articulate this to the senior leadership, this builds trust and will demonstrate that 
you and the team are on the case. Cover all aspects of the function in the plan and link 
it to the vision and values of the company but make sure that you include actions to 
support the team and the customers. It isn’t all about collecting debt and driving down 
overdues, remember corporate and social responsibility as well as your company’s 
reputation…however see KPIs below!!  Continue to advise the senior management on 
a regular basis, stick to the call timing you have now for as long as possible and start 
to be bold…ask for stuff including investment in systems and processes and 
resources, one thing is clear, this crisis has demonstrated to many companies that they 
have historically under invested in Credit and Collections. So if you haven’t thought 
about this already start the conversations about getting some investment in e-
invoicing, AUDDIS (Automatic DD Instruction System and Paperless DD), RPA, AI for 
the manual processes, a better collections system, allocation system etc. Don’t be shy 
we need to be in the driving seat to be better prepared for the future, as we have 
heard this could happen again we don’t know! Take the lead and don’t let others (the 
accountants) decide what is best for your function! 

  
Customers 
Like your people your customers have proved to be a diverse bunch. Different attributes for 
each segment, type, industry etc. Many organisations are seeing that their existing 
segmentation is inadequate to cope with the new reality. However, once again organisations 
that have invested in AI and more intelligent behavioural collections and management 
systems that are cloud based (providing easier remote access) are better placed to manage 
their customers now, those with the big ERP one size fits all are struggling. 

 Our Recommendation – Splitting customers into industry segments and 
understanding the impact that Covid-19 has had on that industry is now more 
important. Many of the CRAs can obviously complete whole customer base analysis 
on industry, but also consider locations. Those in Cornwall for example may be 
impacted more given it is farming and tourism that they rely on. Many will have 
requested payment holidays and extensions but these will not just be switched off and 
back to normal overnight there will be a latency and a ‘long tail’ with a gradual return 
to normal. Bear in mind as we have said many times on the calls, how organisations 
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act now, and as we come out of this crisis, will make or break reputations and with 
the government focus on SMEs, large organisations and corporates will be expected 
to play their part and do the right thing. 

 

 
 
Debts 
As we have said billing was fine until the end of March and then for many fell off a cliff, now 
this will be filtering through to the cash flow. Organisations in the CICMQ Zoom Calls have 
recognised this and are taking steps to address legacy debts and disputes. The added focus 
on cash is an opportunity to engage with the rest of the business to assist in the resolution of 
aged debt and disputes. This bucket of issues and old debt is where for the next few weeks at 
least organisations are going to have to pull their cash from, if some don’t do this now it will 
impact the ability of organisations to re-start, pay suppliers and trade out of the crisis. There 
is no doubt that bad debt provisions will inevitably need to rise for some, we are getting 
questions about this now and what justifications can be used. Extended payment terms, 
additional risk in certain industries, delays in payment and credit scoring being less current 
will need organisations to rebalance their BDP.  

 Our Recommendation – Once again a debt plan by customer grouping, understanding 
the data surrounding payment patterns and behaviour will help. These additional 
terms etc. will no doubt mean that the cost of credit will tip customers over the edge 
into non-profitable for the company as the margins are eroded. It is Credit 
Management responsibility to highlight the risks and additional costs to the business. 
You will need to adjust collections strategies, build new ones, change referral dates 
and criteria for debt collections and litigation. Organisations need to accept that there 
will be increased bad debt, our role is to minimise this, based on the customer data 
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what does that BDP potential look like for your organisation. Be upfront about this 
and start the analysis now. 

 
 
KPIs & Measurement 
As we have heard from many credit managers that there are new more frequent measures 
and reports produced now than ever before, with the rapid fall of revenue DSO is a less 
valuable measure for some. Cash is up there and cash conversion percentages against aged 
debt and disputes will be more important in the coming weeks and months. Given the new 
demands organisations are developing a single report to satisfy multiple requests, analysis 
paralysis is a resource killer and none of the organisations we spoke to have enough as 
business effectiveness is generally lower at the moment and is just keeping up with customer 
demands and requests.  

 Our Recommendation - GET THE BUSINESS INVOLVED in the resolution of disputes 
and develop a League Tables for sales and the business on dispute values and cash 
conversion, debt resolution etc. Sales are competitive and sales people will NOT like 
to be at the bottom of a league table. Highlight the tables to Senior Management as 
part of the new regular weekly/every other day sessions with the Senior Management 
and stakeholders. Use this senior management focus on cash to your advantage and 
get the business to help you. DEBT IS NOT A FINANCE PROBLEM.  Aged Debt, Disputed 
Debt, Cash Targets vs. Actuals, Bad Debt Provision vs. Actual Bad Debt is what should 
be focussed on…if sales remain strong DSO is obviously still a good measure. Above all 
keep it simple…bear in mind Senior Managers won’t read a long report…minimise to 
a set of graphs to a single page if you can, no links attached to an email or complex 
drop down menu, they won’t be clicked and the phone calls will keep coming with 
questions! 

 
 
Process & Systems 
We have said that this is an opportunity to get support for investment in new systems 
automation, AI, RPA, more credit assessment and customer base analysis etc. Some of the 
companies on the CICMQ Zoom calls are requesting additional resources to bring forward 
implementations of systems and address the backlog of debt at the same time. They are also 
looking for new systems. Many have changed processes including delegation of authority and 
we believe that this will continue for some time. More autonomy for the staff is something 
that larger organisations are having to provide. Those organisations with manual paper 
processes are struggling with these processes taking longer and some staff having to go to 
the office to collect the cheques for banking and other forms and paperwork received in the 
mail. Document management scanning has slowed down and billing may be going out but 
many bills that are sent in the mail are sitting on office door mats.  

 Our Recommendation – We have seen that business continuity plans cannot cover 
every eventuality and certainly didn’t cover this one. Business Critical Processes will 
need to be addressed first to enable collection, get cash allocation up to date, resolve 
disputes, monitor payment plans. Decide on 5 of your most critical processes and start 
now to put a plan in place to get them back on track and especially given that they 
may be done remotely in the future. Ensure that whoever is resolving disputes is 
joined up completely with the responsible collector so collection can start seamlessly 
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when disputes are resolved. Build in reviews with sales and senior management into 
the new processes this will build trust again. Add in agreements with customers for 
example dispute resolution = payment and for payment plans, extended payment 
terms which will not go away when the lockdown ends. In this time your Delegation 
of Authority Lists (escalating approval limits) for granting credit, dispute resolution, 
payment plans may need to be changed. Speed is of the essence if your query or 
dispute resolution time is slower than your competitors who do you think will get paid 
first?    

 
Conclusion…for the moment! 
As I said we are not blessed with a crystal ball and none of us really know how things will turn 
out post lockdown all we can do is make sure that we have the basics covered and some 
flexible plans for these critical areas. To be honest re-writing the credit policy is not top of the 
list right now, not least whatever you put in it now will probably change, but you do need to 
gain some agreements from senior management to what you are doing, so agree the new 
temporary collections strategies, new reporting, new processes, new criteria for granting 
credit with that temporary delegation of authority and document these agreements in some 
way. Large organisations are going to want to ensure that a good governance framework 
remains in place. If you haven’t started this already now would be a good time. Don’t forget 
first and foremost it is about the people they need to feel safe coming back to work, they 
need to understand what the plan is and they need to trust their leaders to be open and 
honest with them.  
 
As we have said before a ‘High Performing Team’ has 3 attributes…motivated and engaged 
people, a common purpose, in other words a clear sense of direction, and finally they need 
to work well and engage with their stakeholders in that respect nothing has changed!     
 
Next Time: Covid-19 The Credit Managers Playbook – Month End May 2020 
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