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The end of the beginning… 
As we leave 2020 behind, it is hard to think that a year ago as I write this 
(February 2021) the 2nd person died from a 'pneumonia type illness' . We could 
never have predicted a year ago the impact this would have on everything that 
we do from shopping, holidays, work and even going for a walk. 
 
Our working lives have changed forever, many business leaders now say that we 
will never return to pre COVID working practices and the implications of that are 
as yet unknown. We know that at some point the repurposing of city centres  
will have to happen and the high streets across the country have changed 
forever, indeed this was already happening. This would be true in the UK and 
across the world as COVID brought forward the already declining retail sector by 
5 years. We already knew that working from home was coming, and for many 
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this was beginning to happen, but again this has been brought forward by 
probably 10 years. Of course, if you don't have to commute why not live in the 
country rather than expensive city centres? Will there be a shift away from cities 
with the new 'hybrid working' practices reversing the trend of 'Megacities' of 
the last 15 years, as workers migrated from the Impoverished countryside. With 
COVID these densely populated cities were breeding grounds for the virus. 
These are some of the macro questions which country and municipal leaders will 
have to answer and university research, think tanks and various government 
departments are now working on this across the world.  
 
Zoom is our ‘New Normal’! 
On the 26th March 2020 around 3 days after the first formal lockdown we 
started the CICMQ Elevenses Zoom calls (thanks to a great idea by Sharon Adams 
FCICM) and a monster was created. By the close of 2020 we had completed 83 
zooms to our 1,513th delegate of the year. This is an example that 2020 has been 
the most disruptive year for business professionals. We have learnt a lot, 
including what not to do, we have been forced to change our business models 
and the way we work and deliver value to our customers. The CICMQ team has 
moved everything from face to face to remote virtual assessments,  workshops 
and cash challenges, but one thing that is clear credit professionals have 
adapted and many have achieved incredible results, which we are now 
showcasing in the CICMQ Best Practice Elevenses Zooms in 2021. 
 
We spoke of 'The New Normal' in May 2020 and if anything was true, back in 
May 2020 it was too early to talk about the new normal and we are still 
struggling to get to grips with it to a certain extent, when the kids go back to 
school we may be able to settle down into a routine. What we do know is that 
we must stay adaptable, and this document is 'The COVID 19', the 19 things that 
credit professionals should be considering for 2021 and beyond, is to try and 
maintain that adaptability and collections high performance for their business. 
This list may not be exhaustive, it is in no particular order, maybe too long by 
my usual standards and you may not agree with all of them, feedback always 
welcome, but this is a compilation from the CICMQ organisations and what they 
have been doing and telling us about on the calls. We may have been locked in 
and working from home for a long time but the CICMQ Team have never spoken 
to so many people in a year as we did in 2020.  
 
What you see here are just some of what CICMQ organisations have been 
sharing with us and the network enabling you, in the long-standing tradition of 
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the CICM Best Practice Network, to shamelessly steal the ideas and pass them 
off as your own! 
 
The COVID 19 for 2021 
 
#1 - Stakeholder Management 
‘Businesses are only interested in cash when it starts to run out’ so said Philip 
King past CEO of the CICM and now Small Business Commissioner. As credit 
professionals you will know that in March to July 2020 you were on the senior 
managers speed-dial for your company. That was then this is now. What Credit 
Managers have proved in many businesses is that they can be trusted to deliver 
when the chips are down. Being on speed-dial is a mixed blessing, it is stressful 
but you do have a seat at the senior leadership table…even if it was in your 
kitchen! Now the initial panic in maintaining cash flow is past, how do you stay 
sat at the table as you are not in the office so much, how do you stay visible?  

 
Managing Stakeholders now is very different, there are no corridor 
conversations, canteen or sandwich bar chats, gatherings around the coffee 
machine or water cooler. In short, time in the office now is VERY valuable to 
ensure that you and your team stay visible, so don’t waste it in the ‘hot desk’ 
area doing your emails. Walk around, find out when the sales meetings and the 
business leaders are in the office. Stakeholder Management by ‘walking about’ 
is much more important now as you have less opportunity to do it.   

 
#2 – Wellbeing...flexible working. 
It is interesting that since the first lockdown how important it is now to 
understand the personal circumstances of your team. When organisations were 
talking about ‘work, life balance’ and being ‘people focussed’ we know now they 
were just scratching the surface, 2020 put this right up front and centre. 
Strategies previously for people were all on the assumption that everyone would 
be in the office and that there would be some working from home, normally 
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Fridays normally managers, as they had the laptops. Workforce and people 
strategies now have a new variable, not everyone wants to work from home, 
and not everyone wants to work in an office. Flexibility is the key, and to prove 
it this week Spotify, the music streaming service, announced to staff you can 
work ‘…anywhere you like in the world, on the same pay and benefits you are on 
now.’ This like the Siemens comment last July ‘Work wherever you feel 
comfortable’ are changing the game. Making time for the team, setting 
expectations, boundaries, looking at outcomes not activities allow people to 
make their own choices, we now know with the mobile and location 
independent workforce, if you don’t this could impact your staff retention…or 
your ability to attract the best people. With a decreasing working age population  
this will become more and more relevant, people want and like certainty, but it 
is interesting that we are almost a year since lockdown #1, organisations 
acknowledge things will never be the same but are still reluctant to give 
certainty to their staff. Beware a lack of certainty will increase resignations…and 
we know the smart, more marketable team members will leave first.    
 
#3 – Plan for Resilience 
My favourite quote of 2020 was from Mike Tyson who said ‘Everyone has a plan 
until they get punched in the face.’ COVID19 in 2020 laid waste to everyone’s 
plans and was that proverbial punch in the face. 
 

 
 

Plans may change but planning in itself is a good thing. We saw some incredible 
performances in 2020 from many of our clients which truly demonstrated how 
resilient and adaptable credit professionals can be. We also saw some disasters. 
Knowing what we now know, developing ‘what-if’ scenarios used to be the 
preserve of the Business Continuity Managers, but no more. All operational 
managers must have this on their agenda. Some thoughts…what went well? 
What went not so well? Have you got a team looking at the processes in your 
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department? If not, now may be the time! Look at processes, what can you stop, 
what processes are excel driven (probably too many) what process can be 
automated, if you are not sure think of the outcome of that process…is it 
predictable…if it is you can probably automate it. Start with the 5 most used 
processes and work your way down the list, document them first then consider 
how predictable are they.   
 
#4 – Simplify your KPIS 
A ‘Common Cause’ is one of the 3 attributes of a high performing team (See #6). 
You cannot have a common cause with a long list of objectives. When we 
complete the ‘Cash Challenge’ for our clients we have 1 target, cash, easy to 
understand, everyone can relate to it and it is very measurable. Any more that 
3 to 5 objectives is too many but there must always be 1 that is over-riding, 
whatever that may be. In the case of KPIs less is more. Trust me on this…I did 
some work for a very large global oil company and we managed the team (1,200 
people 53 countries) on 3 fundamental targets, DSO, % overdue and bad debt. 
That was back in 2006…and they still use them today. Yes you can have some 
‘operational performance’ measures by process but always keep fundamentals 
very simple and clear.  
 
#5 – League Tables 
Here is something that links #1 Stakeholder Management and #4 Simplify your 
KPIs together…League Tables. Getting people on board with what you are doing 
can be tough. For those that are supporters this shouldn’t be a problem, but for 
those ‘Blockers’ out there, especially now when we have to work harder at 
Stakeholder Management, we become even more invisible to them. What you 
have to do is change their behaviour and league tables are the answer…why? 
Because nobody likes to be at the bottom of a league table. If you want to 
understand the power of League Tables watch the Tarmac CICMQ Best Practice 
Elevenses session on the CICM’s YouTube channel. You can introduce league 
tables by sales division, business unit, internal function and the measures you 
use are dependent on what you want to change. For example % of overdue debt 
by sales division, speed of dispute resolution, % debt in dispute by business unit, 
error rates on credit application forms, as I said the possibilities are endless. For 
professional service firms it could be WIP to bill timings or billing errors by fee 
earner. You may not be popular with some, usually the blockers or the non-
supporters, and it needs to be measured and communicated privately at first. 
Then communicate to everyone that  for example ‘in 3 months we will publish 
the results’ which gives everyone a chance to get their house in order. As one of 
the delegates on our best practice calls said ‘League Tables Rock!’ and I have to 
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agree as everywhere we have recommended and implemented League Tables 
they have worked. You just need to be a bit brave in the initial stages!   
 
#6 – Nurture a High Performing Culture and Team 
We have mentioned a couple of these things already…a Common Cause and 
Stakeholder Management. The third attribute of a high performing team is a 
motivated and engaged team, without this the other 2 mean nothing. Creating 
a culture for high performance cannot be forced pushing people to hit targets 
never really works, it may result in a couple of these targets being hit for a couple 
of months, but sustainable high performance can only be achieved if people 
want to do it. There was a great quote used by one of our guest speakers 
recently, ‘If you are lucky enough to be someone’s manager you have a moral 
obligation to ensure that they look forward to coming to work.’ As a manager 
the journey has to start with trust, being open and honest about what is going 
on, giving certainty where you can which I why I find it surprising that 
organisations are still being slow telling their teams what the future holds in 
terms of working from home, offices re-opening etc. The Leadership 5 from 
Kinetic Consulting says ‘Build true trust in the team and earn the right to lead.’  
 
#7 – Learn & Share 
The principles of the CICM Best Practice Network are all about sharing best 
practice, sharing something doubles the knowledge out there. Everyday is a 
school day for the CICMQ Assessment Team, every time we speak to an 
organisation as they start the process of accreditation we learn something and 
for a consultant that is our capital which we can pass onto other organisations. 
The CICMQ Best Practice Elevenses have proved hugely popular, we get on 
average 50 people on each call, but I still cannot understand why we don’t get 
hundreds, these sessions and others like them are hugely valuable. There are 
loads of industry forums out there, but the things I have learnt during my days 
in the telecoms industry back in the 1990’s are the things that cross industry 
boundaries, like league tables, billing assurance, stakeholder management. The 
best learning experience I have had in 2020 is understanding accounts payable. 
Getting an insight into that will help credit management enormously not least 
with the next point #8 - Know Your Customer      
 
#8 – Know Your Customer 
The pandemic has taught us several things not least we have to better 
understand our customers, the industries they are in, the geographical locations 
and also our customers customers, what industry and customers do they serve. 
One thing for sure we will have to think about the ‘liquidity’ of new and existing 



   

March 2021 ©Sanders Consulting Assoc. Ltd/Chris Sanders Consulting – March 2021  

customers so building strategies to understand the ‘Can’t Pay vs. Won’t Pay’ 
will be important, the graphic below may help! 
 

 
 
The standard ‘credit check’ tick in the box only goes so far now. Do you really 
know your customers? When you take on a new customer do you as credit 
professionals get to know their processes for payment, and this is where the 
accounts payable point comes in above. For example did you know that most 
efficient AP departments don’t want copy invoices as they lead to duplicate 
payments? Did you know that one of the biggest issues in an AP department is 
fraud? Did you know that where you have a cash target in some AP organisations 
there is a quota based on the level of cash they are going to pay out this month? 
In the drive for improved working capital there are 3 elements, order to cash, 
purchase to pay and inventory. Working with the AP community in 2020 has 
been a huge eye opener for me, so why not go and have a chat with your AP 
department and start the learning process. If we understand what each other 
does it can only be a good thing! 
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#9 – Review Vendors 
The 3rd party vendors that you had pre-lockdown, like you, have had to adapt 
and change to a new way of working. Are you sure that what they do still meets 
the standards of your organisation? Are the measures, service level agreements 
that you put in place in pre-lockdown still relevant? We are all exceptionally busy 
but what these organisations do for you, the results that they get and the way 
that they work, has a direct impact on the reputation of your organisation and 
team. So are the results from those credit checks and scorecards good enough 
now? Is the 3rd party debt collection agency doing the right thing by your 
customers? We are told when the government support starts to drop away 
there will be a wave of debt issues etc. Are you comfortable with the way your 
third party is planning to handle this? Is your outsource/offshore SSC delivering 
the service you want? Now would be a good time to take a look! Someone said 
to me earlier this week if you are in credit ‘Don’t assume anything’ using 3rd party 
collectors or scorecards isn’t a ‘..fire and forget…’ process especially with the 
events of the last year we must be confident that they are still good enough. 
 
#10 – Be Better at Video Calls 
If you think about it prior to February 2020 how many of us would have regularly 
been on video calls? I don’t mean the monthly facetime with Aunty Madge from 
Australia, but used Zoom or Teams for work, to manage people, to present to 
stakeholders, to interview prospective new team members? Probably around 
5% of us, unless you have an offshore operation. Then ask yourself how many 
have you been on in the last 12 months? So let’s say roughly 3 or 4 a day for the 
past year…that is approaching 1,000 video calls. Why then are we still so bad at 
it? Do we believe people cannot see us when we are on a call?  
 

     
 
When having a discussion with someone face to face do we look down and just 
show the top of our heads? Sit in the dark? Wander off mid meeting with the 
camera and sound still on? Projecting a professional image to our teams, 
stakeholders, customers etc. hasn’t gone away because we are not in the office. 
So 3 things…have the light source behind the camera NOT behind you, put 
yourself in the middle of the frame, your ceiling isn’t that interesting and if your 
home broadband is playing up a bit switch the camera off and tell people why.   
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#11 – Create a ‘Credit Aware’ Organisation 
When we assess organisations or we are asked to do a review of a credit 
management function with a view to a turnaround initiative, we look for how 
‘Credit Aware’ the organisation is. Do they understand what good and bad credit 
management means? Do they know what their credit management team does? 
Also do the sales and senior leadership have as part of their objectives debt, 
cash or working capital? Making sure that sales, as well as having league tables, 
have targets and objectives for debt and cash makes a huge difference as it 
becomes an institutional and structural change to the way the business looks 
at debt, not something just driven by credit. Tt becomes the fabric of the 
business and it does get results. Having revenue targets and debt and cash 
targets are not mutually exclusive as some business leaders think ‘Sales should 
only have sales targets’ is very narrow minded. We know credit, debt and cash 
are a business issue not just the preserve of finance. Start with the league tables, 
but what about asking the questions about objectives and targets in bonuses 
and annual appraisals?  
 

 
 
#12 – Manage Remotely 
We have mentioned that we need to get better at the ‘virtual meetings’ and 
video calls and like these managing remotely was pretty much the area that was 
reserved for credit managers that had an offshore operations. What was 
unusual in the grand scheme of things is now normal…whatever that is! 
Managing remotely is a skill that is here to stay and very early on in Lockdown 
#1 we put together a ‘Managing Remotely’ bitesize session to help credit 
managers think outside the ‘my door is always open’ or ‘managing by walking 
about’ approaches. To sum up that 60 minute session there are 5 things you 
should consider and here they are in 1 slide produced by Pam Thomas FCICM 
one of the CICMQ Team. 
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#13 – Billing Assurance 
As the government support drops and the wave of issues that everyone talks 
about approaches we will have precious little time to do what we need to do let 
alone fix the organisations ‘self-inflicted’ problems. I asked at a conference a 
few years ago with 100 credit professionals in attendance, how many of them 
knew what the billing accuracy was in their organisations? We had those 
keypads which you could press a button and the answers would be displayed on 
the screen. I was shocked to learn only 5% of those in the room knew the billing 
accuracy measure. Others said they knew it was measured but didn’t know the 
number and some said no idea, or not my role. Coming from a telecoms 
background we lived and breathed this, as it was measured by the regulator and 
a license consideration to operate as a telco. Billing is a window into the 
processes of your organisations, poor billing drives customer dissatisfaction and 
debt. Billing Accuracy may not be your responsibility as a credit manager but you 
are the one who has to deal with the fallout. Weightmans solicitors have a Billing 
& Billing Assurance Function as do most telco’s and so do Shell Intl. The credit 
team may not be responsible for fixing the billing accuracy but through the 
ledger you will know many of the root causes so why not start to drive 
improvement. We have enough to do and wasting time and resource on dispute 
resolution doesn’t help…be proactive not reactive and measure and track 
accuracy and timeliness of billing.  
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#14 – Smarten Up Your LinkedIn Profile 
Projecting a good image on Zoom is important (see #10) the same is true with 
your LinkedIn profile now more than ever. We had a LinkedIn Expert on one of 
our Zoom calls so check it out on the CICMQ YouTube channel the session is 
called ‘CICMQ Zoom Session – All about you #2 ‘Improve your LinkedIn Profile’. 
There are a lot of hints and tips in the session so I encourage you to watch it. 
When was the last time you updated your profile? If you don’t have a LinkedIn 
profile…maybe you should start today the world of recruitment is going digital 
you should too! 
 
#15 – People Policy 
Organisations have all sorts of policies, sets of rules and guidelines that must be 
followed to be ‘compliant’ to certain standards, regulations and objectives. 
What about a People Policy? The first People Policy I saw was in ABAgri based in 
Peterborough. It sets out what the company will do for the staff in terms of how 
they will be managed, learning, development and education provided, 
appraisals, fairness in the workplace etc. It also set out what the company 
expected from the team members. This is now a staple of the CICMQ Workshop 
Approach where the workshop attendees develop a People Policy. With the new 
way of working and health and wellbeing, diversity at the top of the agenda for 
most organisations, and of course the new way of working, now maybe a good 
time to look at this.  
 
#16 – Manager Contingency Planning 
Another more recent idea from the CICMQ Accredited ABAgri is their 
‘Management Absence Contingency Plan’ again a simple but great idea 
specifically designed for the potential eventuality of a Manager being absent  
due to Covid19, or for any other reason. This short document sets out who will 
do what in the event of the manager being absent. Who has what authority, 
reporting lines, approvals for credit limits, holidays, who attends senior 
management meetings, who circulates debt reports completes commentary etc. 
Very simple idea which removes any doubt and allows for the smooth ongoing 
operation of the department. This is a great example of ‘resilience’ the ability to 
absorb a problem. Do you have one of these?  
 
#17 – Set Your Own Objectives… for you and the team 
I was on a call today and we were trying to set a follow-up session and one of 
the attendees, a senior credit professional, said sorry they cannot make that 
date ‘I have an afternoon of appraisals and pay reviews.’ I guess it is that time 
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of year when anyone with a team spends, what seems, hours working on 
objectives and targets for next year. So break the cycle set your own, find out 
what the managers targets and objectives are, look at the values of your 
organisation, the mission statements etc and develop your own set of 
objectives. Take the initiative and the leadership role in what you do for the 
coming year, in short begin to take the initiative for the future of your career, 
what do you want to achieve, how do you want to develop. Trust me on 
this…your boss will thank you for it!    
 
#18 – Training, Development and Education 
There is so much stuff out there, by ‘stuff’ I mean content, this playbook is now  
‘content’ the CICM YouTube Channel is full of content as is the CICMQ page. 
There is no excuse now for saying ‘I just don’t have time’ the opportunities for 
learning are out there. The CICMQ Best Practice Zoom calls for example are on 
11:00am every other Thursday…but they are recorded so the great thing is 
‘content’ is available ALL of the time. Training is becoming virtual, as is education 
the CICM’s CPD, TED Talks, webinars, industry meetings allow us to keep up to 
date with the developments in our industries and profession. With things 
moving faster and changing, it seems every week, make sure you give yourself 
and your team some time for self-development. Start setting some time aside 
just 1 hour per week to start to watch listen or read something, many did this 
on the commute to the office, we have to make time for our own development 
and tell your team to do the same, add this development time allocation to their 
objectives. 
 
#19 – Work is not just about work…have some fun. 
There is a guy who posts a joke on LinkedIn every week, they are always clean 
some are dreadful but they do make me smile. Someone commented on the 
joke one week saying that he shouldn’t post this on LinkedIn as it was ‘…not 
appropriate as it was a business forum not somewhere for jokes.’ My immediate 
thought was ‘Who would I want to work for the guy who told the joke or the 
person that made the comment?’ This ties in with the ‘Wellbeing’ point #2. Work 
to live not live to work. We spend too much time working as it is and why 
shouldn’t work be fun. What sets aside a great team from a good one is the 
shared experience of having fun. When was the last time you reminisced saying 
‘That slide back in June 2020 that Helen presented was amazing.’ or ‘Wasn’t that 
spreadsheet John put together in 2017 brilliant’ …right NEVER! Work should be 
so much more than about work and with many working from home and only 
coming to the office occasionally we have to try harder and find different ways 
of breaking up the day. What can you do to break up the day? There was a great 
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post recently on LinkedIn. The great team at Hays were having a wine tasting 
evening and the stand out picture was this! The caption read ‘The exact moment 
I explained to Boris that the Hays virtual wine tasting was for me not him!’ 
Many of you know Boris is quite the celebrity in the CICMQ Zoom sessions!  
 

 
 
We all have to do the mundane stuff so lighten-up a bit and break up the day! 
 
Conclusion 
As I said at the start this is not an exhaustive list, it is in no particular order and 
this if anything proves that there is loads of content out there. This is a long list 
but it only scratches the surface if nothing else we must continue to learn and if 
there is just 1 thing that you decide to do out of this list of 19 then reading this 
has been worthwhile. I will leave you with this thought in true CICM Best 
Practice Network tradition shamelessly stolen from somewhere… 
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‘Working hard for something we don’t enjoy is called stress. Working hard for 
something we love is called passion’ and I am pleased to say there are a lot of 
truly passionate credit people out there! 
 
 
Next Time: Covid-19 The Credit Managers Playbook VI – June 2021 
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