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The Business Battle
How a new take on strategy can enhance your sales management.

By Marc Trezza

T he difference between strategy and 
tactics is contact. Strategy occurs 
inside your walls, tactics begin when 

you contact your prospect. This series of 
articles, based on the writings of Sun Tzu, 
will begin with strategy and then move 
toward tactics you can use.

The ideal strategy is the one that works best, 
so it follows that implementation is a powerful 
component of a successful strategic rollout. The 
tactical implementation plan is as important 
as the strategic plan because it takes vision and 
strategy to the point of contact. 

The collection marketplace is a moving, 
breathing thing. One of the tactical 
necessities is the ability to recognize change 
and adapt to it. 

One of my agency clients went from 
winning bids and RFPs left and right to 
becoming the perpetual bridesmaid—second 
and third place finishes happened again and 
again. So we had the salespeople get debriefs 
from everyone who did not choose us, and 
put in requests for copies of the winning bids. 

We analyzed and scored the information 
to determine areas of weakness that 
were costing us wins. Armed with that 
information, I convened a meeting of the 
entire senior management team to review the 
findings and discuss a new plan of attack. We 
made adjustments in pricing and established 
a plan to immediately address areas where 
we were being out-scored. Six months 
later, back on our winning ways, the senior 
operations manager sent an email around to 
the entire company saying, “Holy crap! The 
sales force is on fire!” Real-world analysis is 
essential. Learn, adapt and overcome. 

These kinds of changes often require hard 
decisions. Step one is to accept that you might 
have been doing it wrong, and that’s not an 
easy thing to do. Here’s how Sun Tzu’s advice 
on strategy and tactics in The Art of War can 
help transform your approach to sales.

MARSHAL ADEQUATE RESOURCES
Your company needs to invest adequate 
resources to sustain a successful sales 

operation. Half-hearted measures result in 
failure; there has to be a true commitment 
to success. 

Collectors used to sit with a shoebox 
full of 3x5 cards and dial the phone before 
automated collection management systems 
came along. That technology and approach 
revolutionized our industry. 

But the first agencies making that 
transition went through an almost agonizing 
process before plunging into the unknown. 
It wasn’t just scary, it was a considerable 
investment that required a complete change 
in the way things were done as well as  
extensive training and support. 

It’s the same for transforming sales. The 
first step to positive change is recognizing that 
the traditional, seller-based sales approach is 
that 3x5 card approach applied to sales.

Once an agency came to me when it had 15 
full-time employees. The CEO swore he was 

Editor’s note: This is the 
 second in a series of seven articles 

examining innovative sales techniques 
based on The Art of War by Sun Tzu. 
Read the first article in the May issue  

of Collector magazine.
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ready to commit, and he meant it. Together 
we took the company to over 100 full-time 
employees and more than $1 billion in sales 
in just eight years. He was willing and able 
to make the necessary commitments, both 
in capital investment and culture change. He 
turned his back on conventional approaches, 
marshaled adequate resources and committed 
to real growth. 

Success means superiority, but superiority 
is relative. It’s necessary to answer the 
question: “What is the allowable limit of 
resources I am willing to commit?” If you 
are truly determined to win, there is no 
upper limit. Of course, this does not mean 
recklessly squandering your resources. 
It means approaching sales the way you 
approach collections. What are you willing 
to invest to be the best? 

MAKE TIME YOUR ALLY
To become rapidly effective and efficient, 
you must stay ahead of your opponent. 
When you employ “insight selling” in a way 
that clearly demonstrates a higher level of 
professionalism to buyers, the results will 
follow—and your competitors will have to 
play catch-up. And in the meantime, those 
relationships are now yours. 

Achieving this advantage means getting 
started before your competitor does. 
“Collections” is an even playing field. 
Everyone has access to the same technology 
and has to play by the same rules. The best 
place you can truly distinguish yourself is 
through sales and service. 

When prospects engage with empathetic, 
knowledgeable salespeople (instead of 
canned-pitch salespeople), their response is: 
“Now these are the kind of people I want to 
do business with.” And then you win.

The beauty is it feeds on itself. 
Your salespeople get a reputation for 
professionalism that sets the gold standard 
for your markets. That becomes viral and 
more buyers become willing to take their 
calls. Building this more professional sales 
approach gets you ahead of your competitors 
and essentially takes them unawares. 

EVERYONE MUST PROFIT  
FROM VICTORIES
Think about providing opportunities for 
everyone to win, and rewarding not just 
with material assets but also internal 
recognition. 

Here’s a story: Two agencies of comparable 
size in different parts of the country ran 
parallel tracks, in that both had a salesperson 
who won a major government contract that 
was complex and difficult to win. Winning 
these contracts required a great deal of 
the salesperson over and above writing 
a compelling bid that distinguished the 
company from its competition—many of 
which were excellent agencies. 

This was a big win for Agency A, which 
soon after called a mandatory, company-
wide meeting. The management team 
surprised the salesperson by bringing his 
wife and sons to the meeting as well. In 
front of everyone, the owners explained 
how difficult this win was, how tough 
the competition was and how much that 
contract was going to mean to everyone in 
the company. They gave the salesperson a 
beautiful recognition plaque. 

Then they turned to his family and said, 
“But this is a team effort. No one achieves 
something like this alone—it requires travel 
away from home and family, long hours and 
dedication. Without family support, these 

ANALYZING POTENTIAL 
CLIENTS & MARKETS:  
5 QUESTIONS TO ASK 

• What is the company’s 
process for agency selection? 

• What are their criteria? 
How do they rank one 
requirement against 
another in terms of 
importance—for example, 
positive patient relations 
vs. recovery rate?

• Who is responsible for their 
buying process and what 
is each of their individual 
roles, level of authority, 
concerns and values? 

• How profitable is this 
category of business, and 
are there variables within? 

• What is your reputation in 
this market (vertical and 
geographic)—good, bad or 
unknown—and what can 
you do about it?

1-800-661-6722 | Collect.org
Call us for a free consultation

Collect Large,
Pay Light.
Flexible. Scalable. Comprehensive. 
Modular. Now with Microsoft SQL 
Server based options. Software 
for first party, third party and 
specialized portfolio collections.

Best value with the functionality 
that your agency needs.
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kinds of victories just don’t happen—and 
we all want you to know how much we 
appreciate your support and sacrifice, and 
how much we value you being part of our 
team.” At that point the entire company 
gave the family a standing ovation. Then the 
owners took the family to lunch at the nicest 
restaurant in town. 

This was also a big win for Agency B—the 
biggest in the history of the company, in fact. 
It came on the heels of several other sales 
victories all within a few months. 

It had been a particularly difficult time 
for the salesperson because he had a child at 
home with health issues. He and his family 
hated that he had to be away from home, but 
he persevered and achieved huge victories 
for the company. What kind of recognition 
and appreciation did he get? None. It was no 
different than if he had closed a deal with a 
local podiatrist. 

Within a month, even in light of 
impending commission increases from the 
biggest back-to-back wins of his career, he 
resigned. 

That would not have happened if Agency 
B had a culture of appreciation. Instead, that 
company lost the best salesperson it ever 
had. Unappreciative management is toxic; 
reward excellence if you want it repeated. 

KNOW YOUR CRAFT
Thousands of years ago, Sun Tzu said, 
“The difficulties in the appointment of a 
commander are the same as they were in 
ancient times.” And that was said during 
what we consider ancient times. 

Sun Tzu and most successful military 
leaders of the last thousand years all stress 
that two of the most important qualities of a 
leader are concern for people and real-world 
expertise. 

Star executives of top companies in any 
industry are usually long-time experts in 
their craft. They have a keen understanding 
that different skill sets lend themselves to 
different areas of expertise. An outstanding 
collection manager does not make an 
outstanding sales manager, just as an 
outstanding sales manager does not make an 
outstanding collection manager. 

To effectively grow your business and 
protect your financial future, you must have an 
outstanding sales manager (not a generalist)—
someone who manages professionally trained 
salespeople and develops brilliant marketing 
tools, such as brochures and proposal packages 
that actually distinguish you from the best 
agencies. They must also be excellent coaches 
who understand how to motivate and lead. It’s 
a tall order.

Exponential growth through sales requires 
the same kind of focus and commitment 
you give to operations. If you lack real sales 
management expertise, you must go outside 
your walls to get help. As the president or 
CEO, it is virtually impossible to run both 
collections and sales yourself and do them 
both equally well. The focus invariably 
becomes operations. 

Applying the true art of collection sales 
enables agencies to transcend old barriers 

and achieve great goals. Used together, the 
strategy and tactics of Sun Tzu applied to 
collection sales provides the ability to find 
opportunities previously unseen, drive 
new market development and achieve 
victories that will lead to unprecedented 
profitable placement volume.   

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. 

Marc will discuss this sales strategy in 
detail during his session at the 2017 
ACA International Convention and 
Expo, July 16-18 in Seattle. To register, 
visit acainternational.org/events/
convention2017.

Collector magazine invites credit and collection professionals of 
all levels into a community of experts who share their hard-won 
experience through in-depth process and data-driven articles.
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