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The Credit Executive’s New Role

As credit managers become more involved in the order-to-cash cycle, many find themselves wearing a new 
hat: customer consultant. 

William Atkinson

When it comes to collections, Carol Frischer has always been able to “pull rabbits out of a hat.” Recently, 
she worked her magic again, collecting $50,000 from a recalcitrant insurance company. “I knew they wanted 
to settle, because when I called, I found out they owed money to a lot of medical providers, and I knew they 
were settling a lot of these claims,” she recalls. But Frischer was not collecting for her employer. She was 
collecting for one of her employer’s clients, a medical provider, who had been struggling to get payment from 
the insurance company for months. Frischer actually works for Holthouse, Carlin & Van Trigt, Certified 
Public Accountants, Santa Monica, Calif. 

And she is not alone. According to a study conducted by the Credit Research Foundation, Columbia, Md., 
28% of today’s credit executives say they are involved in one form or another of financial consulting to 
customers. That is expected to increase to more than 50% in the next three to five years. “Credit people 
often become involved as a matter of necessity, when they find that their customers are unable to pay 
because they are experiencing cash flow problems,” notes Lyle Wallis, vice president of CRF. That often 
happens when credit managers are dealing with customers who operate small businesses. Take, for 
example, the case of a company that sells excavation equipment to an excavation contractor. “The 
contractor is great at pushing dirt around, but may not know much about the financial side of his business,” 
says Wallis. Companies have always had small customers, so why is the trend toward offering financial 
consulting services growing? “One reason is that credit managers are starting to wear more hats, in that 
they are taking on more responsibilities for the whole ‘order to cash’ process,” he explains.

Although the CRF study indicates that credit managers with larger customer bases are more involved in 
such counseling activities today, that situation is expected to change significantly in the next five years. 
Slightly less than 16.5% of credit managers with a small number of customers say they are engaged in 
financial advising for customers now, but nearly 42% expect to be doing it in the next five years. The 
percentage of managers with a large customer base who expect to be advising customers also is expected 
to rise, but by a more modest rate – from just under 26% today to slightly more than 38.5% five years from 
now. (See the accompanying graphs.)

In Frischer’s case, why was she so successful? To set herself apart from everyone else who was calling, 
she simply began a conversation with the claims adjustor. It turned out he had been in Vietnam, had six 
children, and had recently written a novel about the insurance industry that had been published by a major 
publisher. During the lengthy call, he mentioned that Frischer had been the only person who had ever called 
and taken a personal interest in him. At the end of the friendly and promising call, she offered him a good-
natured challenge: “If you get me that money, I’m buying your book!”

Within a week, the adjuster had sent a check for the full $50,000. Frischer also received a follow-up call from 
him, during which he admitted, “Every other person I talked with ended up settling. I didn’t even ask you to 
settle.” He then called a week after that just to make sure Frischer didn’t have any more bills that would 
need to be paid. Keeping her end of the bargain, Frischer did indeed purchase a copy of the book and read 
it. “It was unbelievable!” she reports. “He was a brilliant writer. I realized just how frustrating it must have 
been for him – all this writing talent, and he was spending his day listening to people yell at him about their 
money.” 
Perhaps it should come as no surprise that Frischer’s efforts on behalf of her company’s client worked so 
well. She is the author of “Collections Made Easy,” a 150-page book published in 1999 by Career Press, 
Franklin Lakes, N.J. 
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The Advice

Credit professionals say they are advising clients about a number of aspects related to finances. “The main 
areas of involvement are finance in general, and specific issues such as cash flow and receivables 
management,” says Wallis.  A lot of small businesses are so busy building products, offering services and 
selling these products and services, that they don’t pay much attention to billing and collections, Frischer 
points out. “They forget that getting the money for the sale is as important as making the sale – or even 
more important,” she says. She began offering customer consulting services because she was so successful 
at collecting for one of her previous employers that the employer asked her to help some of the firm’s 
customers clean up their receivables. She’s been doing it ever since. 

Her strategy subsequently evolved to one in which she would visit a customer, help clean up the 
receivables, and then train someone in that organization to take over when she left, so they could continue 
to keep track of receivables. Now, she’s so busy that she rarely makes collection calls for customers. 
Instead, she trains someone in the organization to do that. She also works with the billing department to 
make sure they bill quickly. “Sometimes, these companies aren’t aware of the importance of creating and 
following policies designed to collect properly,” she explains. After providing the training, Frischer is 
available as a consultant for future issues, which may include occasionally making specific collections calls 
for them, especially ones involving high-dollar amounts.

Another way credit managers assist customers is by recommending better financing vehicles than they may 
be currently using, in order to improve their cash flow. One example might be factoring, selling receivables 
for a percentage of the amount owed to a buyer that then collects the debt and profits from the difference 
between the amount paid and the amount collected. The customer benefits by obtaining money more 
quickly. “Factoring would make a larger and more liquid asset base available to the lender, thus increasing 
the amount the customer could borrow,” explains Thomas J. Harris, credit manager for Avondale Mills, 
Granitesville, S.C. 

“If a customer does not possess the financial strength to qualify for a credit line, you can help them find 
financing,” adds Adolf F. Renaud, director of credit and collections for Symantec Corp., Mountain View, 
Calif. “I have done this for a number of customers over the years.”

Credit managers can also help a customer craft a good credit application. “We have a ‘Cadillac’ here that I 
have spent a lot of time and money putting together,” says Norman Taylor, director of credit for Avondale 
Mills and author of such self-published booklets as “The Pocket Credit Assistant,” “The Pocket Customer 
Visit,” and “Demystifying the Cash Flow Statement.” 

Some customers may also benefit from help with discounts for prompt payment. If the customer doesn’t 
have a large enough credit line to be able to pay promptly, a credit manager may be able to help that 
customer obtain a loan by showing the firm’s banker how the customer’s profitability would improve by being 
able to take advantage of supplier discounts. “The loan costs would be less than the discounts [the firm]’s 
currently giving up,” explains Taylor.

“We also frequently recommend credit insurance programs to customers and help them set up these 
programs,” adds Harris. Professional referrals are another way to assist. “I visited a medium-sized customer 
a while back who happened to mention that he was being attacked for a preference,” recalls Taylor, referring 
to a demand for return of a payment made by a debtor that filed for bankruptcy within 90 days of making that 
payment. “He didn’t really know what to do to defend himself. I recommended an attorney to him, who, in my 
experience, is the best person in the country to use in these types of cases.” 
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The Limits

Once a credit manager sees the benefits of offering advice and assistance that result in financially stronger 
and more appreciative customers, it is easy to be tempted to expand the consulting services. However, it is 
important to be cautious. Certain areas are best left to other experts. “When it comes to things like financial 
statements, taxes, or legal issues, you should suggest that the customer get in touch with someone else,” 
warns CRF’s Wallis.

“We will provide customers with almost any type of advice they need, as long as the advice does not involve 
any legal, competitive or ethical violations,” says Renaud. On the other hand, Taylor says, “you don’t want to 
offer an idea to one of your customers that you learned from one of his competitors.” 

And you obviously don’t want to help a customer collect from one of their customers if that customer also 
happens to be one of your customers, Frischer points out. Then there’s the question of whether to volunteer 
or not. Should a credit manager offer consulting services to customers, or wait for them to ask for assistance 
or advice? “I wouldn’t go out of my way to voluntarily offer your services on a routine basis,” says CRF’s 
Wallis. “However, if you have a good relationship with a customer, if it’s obvious that he trusts you, if you 
start to see him struggling, and if you think he could benefit from your advice, then you could say something 
to him.”

Renaud agrees. “If and when we identify a way we feel we can help a customer, we will initiate contact with 
the customer,” he reports. By contrast, Frischer tends to volunteer on a regular basis. One reason is that she 
really wants to help. Another is that she wants to see what the reaction will be to her offer. It’s a good way to 
discern just how truthful the customer’s managers are being about the firm’s receivables situation.  

“If they say they can’t pay me because they’re not getting paid by their customers, what do they have to lose 
by having me come in and help them turn things around?” she asks. If they decline the offer, it makes her 
wonder just how honest they are being about their financial situation. Avondale’s Taylor has found that the 
opportunity to offer assistance usually happens when he is sitting across from a customer, engaged in 
casual conversation. “There aren’t as many opportunities when you’re talking on the phone, because the 
conversation tends to be more formal,” he explains. Not all customers are receptive to asking for or receiving 
financial advice, often because they may not want anyone to know they have a problem, Taylor says. “You 
also have to know the customer well as a person,” he adds. “Some people are more receptive than others to 
ideas from other people.”

So when is it a good idea to begin offering advice? If a customer says, “I can’t pay you, because I can’t 
collect from my customers,” that is an open door, says Taylor. Still, he adds a word of caution: Be sure never 
to act like a “know it all.” 

The best opportunity for offering consulting services to customers is when meeting them in person, Renaud 
agrees. “You can’t find out what customers need by staying in your office,” he emphasizes. “You have to be 
out in the field visiting customers on a regular basis.” 

There is another reason for making a personal visit. “The more you visit customers, the more you learn,” 
Taylor says. “The more you learn, the more ideas you will discover that you can offer to other customers.”
And when customers benefit, the creditor benefits, too. 
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     About Profitera Corporation Sdn. Bhd.
Profitera Corporation is a leading provider of Revenue Collections and Debt Recovery Management software Solutions. With Office in USA, 

Singapore, Malaysia, and partners in 10 countries in Asia, Profitera focuses in providing solutions, leveraging the potent mix of people, 
technology and expertise. As a dynamic business technology company, Profitera’s aim is to help you focus on customers and optimize 

profits throughout your Revenue & Profitability Lifecycle.

Revenue Collections & Debt Recovery Systems
Scoring (Risk, Behaviour, Credit)

Prediction (Loyalty, Churn & Attrition)
Profiling & Segmentation

Date: Dec 2005 Compiled by Profitera Corp. Page 4 of 4

http://www.profitera.com
http://www.profitera.com

	     About Profitera Corporation Sdn. Bhd.

