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The Future of
Collection Sales
It’s not about what you have—it’s about your ability
to collaborate with clients and develop true solutions.

T

By Marc Trezza

he reasons why creditors hire
collection agencies are evolving in
dramatic and unprecedented ways
due to changes in technology, a
massive onslaught from collection
salespeople on mid- to large-volume
buyers and an overwhelming
dissatisfaction with the traditional
collection sales approach.
Historically, collection agencies have
used a feature- and seller-based approach
to sales—detailing all the bells and whistles
of the collection agency but failing to
understand the buyer’s mindset, goals and
unique challenges. Today, however, agencies
that experience exponential growth and
a high level of satisfaction with sales have
adopted a buyer-based, consultative selling
approach. Let’s call it “insight sales.”
Collection sales winners sell radically
different from the second place finishers in
two specific ways:
• How they actually sell and interact with
buyers, and
• How they manage the sales process and
function internally.
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In essence, these sellers help redefine
the buyer’s thinking and reality. When they
do, they increase the impact their agency
has on the buyer’s success and differentiate
themselves from the rest of the pack.
The collection sales approach has changed
more in the last few years than it has in the
previous 40 years. Essentially, in this market
collection agencies must evolve or perish.
The question is how? Here’s where the future
of collection sales is headed, and how you
can get there.

RETOOL YOUR METHOD
One of the sales challenges we face is that
many buyers’ minds are closed when they
first interact with our salespeople. They
might have a long history of being subjected
to the same canned sales pitches and
meaningless claims, and feel their time is
way too precious to waste on another sellerbased presentation that really has nothing
to do with their business.
Or perhaps the amount of work required
to make a change is not justified by what has
historically been a minimal net gain. Often
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WAYS THE
SALES
LANDSCAPE
HAS
CHANGED
Prospecting and Researching: The
phone is still a necessary tool, but it
just keeps getting harder and harder
to get buyers on the phone. The
Internet—and LinkedIn, in particular—
has changed the game and few
agencies take full advantage. Most
salespeople live in a ticker-file trap.
That means that today, they will
call all the people who told them
six months ago, “I’m happy with my
agency; call me in six months.” As a
growth strategy for your agency, that
is the equivalent of telling a collector
his first day on the job, “Here are
1,000 accounts. These are all you will
get for the rest of your life. Have a
great career.”
Procurement: For larger buyers, the
entire buying dynamic has changed in
terms of how they interact with sellers.
Agencies often submit technical
documents that explain the same
features found in every top agency. But
a bid is not a technical document—it’s
a sales document. This is one of the
reasons agencies complain that we
have been commoditized and it’s now
all about fee. Most bids sell features,
not value. That failure leaves the buyer
with no differentiator to consider
except fee. And when that happens,
everyone loses.
Buying Committees: There is almost
never a single decision-maker
in a mid- to large-size creditor’s
process, whether it’s a hospital,
university, utility or bank. Each buying
committee member has a specific
area of expertise. To be effective, an
agency must understand how to sell
to each individual buyer with a fully
integrated approach, and stop looking
at the entity with a single focus.

20

this is because buyers consistently hire the
lowest fee agency and get the level of effort
that goes with that. This is not the buyers’
fault, necessarily—they simply don’t know
how to screen, hire and manage collection
agencies. Their expertise is in running
their department, and the agency selection
process may not be as important in light of
the overwhelming demands of their day-today managerial tasks.
All of this is bad news for companies
using an old-fashioned, seller-based
approach, but presents a real opportunity for
insight sellers. These salespeople can disrupt
the buyer’s current thinking by introducing
new ideas, challenging the status quo and
collaborating on alternative paths. They will
reframe the discussion by changing the lens
through which the buyer views the issues,
and develop solutions with the buyer to
implement better possibilities
How can they do this? By using these
three elements of successful agency sales:
• Connect: Your salespeople must
connect the dots between buyer
needs and both agency capability and
willingness to develop true solutions.
They should be knowledgeable,
empathetic and able to connect
with buyers on a more professional
level. Think of a doctor who looks
at a patient’s symptoms, works with
the patient to make a diagnosis and
offers a cure. A good doctor treats the
patient, not just the symptoms.
• Convince: Sales winners convince
buyers that they can achieve maximum
return in a complaint-free environment,
that the risks are minimal, that they can
help reduce the buyer’s administrative
burden, and that the agency is the right
choice among even the best agencies.
In other words, they are masters at
making the agency’s value proposition
case as compelling as possible and
communicating it effectively. This
cannot be done selling essentially
interchangeable features that simply are
not differentiators.
• Collaborate: Winners are perceived
to be responsive, easy to work with

and proactive. Buyers recognize that
winners are actually collaborating
with them during the sales process. In
fact, buyers believe these sellers to be
integral to their success. They don’t
just sell the value of their services;
they become the value—bringing new
ideas and perspectives to the table.
You can do this by giving buyers good
advice to help them drive the success of
their department. Sometimes sellers will
do this evangelically, such as by sharing
industry knowledge, information on
technology advancements and ideas on how
the buyer can benefit from these changes.
Most often, though, they do this
after collaborative analysis. Winning
salespeople treat the first meeting
with a prospect as an interview, not a
presentation. They dig deep into the
buyer’s requirements, actual buying
process, challenges and goals, and
determine what an agency would need to
provide that, for the buyer, would justify a
change. They will also test potential solutions
with the buyer and explore all options.

A NEW BODY OF KNOWLEDGE
Insight sellers are always looking for new
opportunities and applications for their
agency’s capabilities. To build these skills,
you’ll need to implement a high level of
professional collection sales training that
broadens your salespeople’s knowledge and
encourages them to take a new approach.
For instance, there is a body of knowledge
that every collection salesperson must know
in order to be considered a professional.
Yet even some 20-year veteran salespeople
can’t pass the most rudimentary tests
about their own agency’s volume capacity,
quality assurance program, data security,
new-client implementation process and
collection cycles. Without command of this
key knowledge, salespeople cannot inspire
buyers with their agency’s unique value
proposition.
This intimate knowledge of their own
agency’s capabilities and applications,
coupled with a deep understanding of the
buyer’s current and future needs, can help
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salespeople craft specific solutions for the
buyer in thoughtful, innovative ways.
When consultative salespeople educate
buyers with new concepts or ideas, they are
selling a significantly different solution to a
changed buyer perception of value. The net
effect is that the salesperson creates a surge
in value for the buyer while distinguishing
the agency from the competition. And when
salespeople bring valuable insights and
true empathy to the table, they strengthen
relationships, differentiate themselves from
the competition and win more sales.
Not unlike the transition from a manual
collection process to a state-of-the-art
collection management system, the process
of transforming your agency’s sales approach
requires a total commitment, patience and
a meaningful investment. But in the end,
it will be worth it. Would anyone want to
go back to a 3x5 card collection process?
Of course not—even though that change
required a meaningful investment, took
longer than you hoped, was a little scary and
was a lot of work.
Senior management must be open
to completely revamping your sales
process. This includes changing not only
how your salespeople are trained and
what marketing materials your agency
uses, but also your agency’s entire sales
methodology and approach.
Unfortunately, you can’t get this from
reading a book or taking a college marketing
class. The credit and collection industry is

unique. Unless your marketing professor has
won a boatload of collection contracts, you
will be trying to apply generic approaches
to an industry that rejects generalists.
Creditors want you to specialize in their type
of accounts, agencies want software that is
collection industry-specific, and buyers want
to talk to people who clearly understand
their business.
The bottom line is that the landscape of
collection sales has changed more in recent
years than in the preceding decades. Buyers
are more sophisticated and have crushing daily
workloads that leave them precious little time
for sales conversations, especially when they
have found those conversations to have limited
value in the past. Sellers have to approach them
with a deep understanding of their business
needs and solutions at the ready.
As Yogi Berra said, “The future ain’t what
it used to be.” The future will belong to the
collection agencies that recognize that the
sales landscape has changed, and who are
open to changing with it and investing in it.
They will jump on board the train and ride it
to more profitable client relationships, while
ensuring the sustainable growth that will
protect their agency’s future.
Marc Trezza is president of Search Net
Corporation (www.searchnetcorp.com/
agency). He has been providing sales
management solutions to collection agencies
since 1990. He can be reached at snctrezza@
mindspring.com or (518) 263-3500.

EYES ON THE PRIZE
Here are some areas your collection sales training should cover:
Creating conversations with buyers by exploring ideas
that focus on delivering true value (as determined
by the buyer).
How to open a buyer’s thought process without
creating defensive behaviors.
The key elements of time management and pipeline
management.
How to lead executive-level conversations that shape
buyers’ agendas and lead to actual next steps.
How to field objections (“I’m happy with my agency")
in a way that leads to a conversation that
creates opportunity.
Why getting clients and keeping them are
two different things.
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KEYNOTES

1

Salespeople should
know everything about
your agency, including
your volume capacity,
quality assurance program,
data security, new-client
implementation process and
collection cycles.

2

That knowledge,
coupled with a deep
understanding of the
buyer’s current and future
needs, can help salespeople
craft specific solutions for
the buyer.

3

By bringing valuable
insights and true
empathy for the buyer’s
challenges to the table,
salespeople will strengthen
relationships and
differentiate themselves
from the competition.
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