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Fixing What’s Broken
Here are some tactics you can use to retool your interactions with buyers.

By Marc Trezza

A re you happy with sales? 
If your answer is no, then 

everything going forward depends 
on the decisions your agency makes about 
what to do about it. The choices are simple:

• Accept that there’s a reason it’s not 
working and make a real commitment 
to positive change.

• Double down on what’s not working.
• Keep doing the same thing and hope for 

a different result.
If the second and third options are 

unacceptable, you have to develop a new 
strategy and tactics that will stack the 
odds in your favor. When you commit 
to change, understanding strategy and 
tactics is step one. Applying the wisdom 
of a master strategist and tactician like 
Sun Tzu is an excellent place to start, but 
we have to apply it to collection sales in 
the real world.

In the June issue of Collector magazine, we 
said the ideal strategy is that which works 
best, and implementation is a powerful 
component of strategic rollout. 

Once you accept that the old paradigm is 
broken, you can initiate steps to fix it. First, 
consider why it’s broken. In almost every 
instance, it’s because the process is seller-
based instead of buyer-based. 

Think about what it would take to get 
you to accept a collection sales call if you 
were the buyer. To do that, you have to paint 
the right picture of the situation (Sun Tzu’s 
assessment of conditions, including morale, 
weather and terrain). The buyer:

• Is happy or at least not unhappy enough 
with its agency to be actively looking.

• Has a department to run with 
many responsibilities in addition 
to collections, making collections a 
relatively low priority.

• Is hesitant to change agencies. It can 
be a lot of work with no guarantee of 
improvement. 

Now, in terms of what justification 
there is for the buyer to consider a 
change, apply the typical agency sales 
approach to that situation. Agencies often 
promote their experience, references, 
federal and state regulatory compliance 
and insurance and bonding.

For any mid- to large-size buyer, none 
of these seller-based features distinguish 
you from the agencies they already have, 
or the other agencies that also want 
their business. So unless you understand 
what will actually make a difference to 
the buyer, you are really only selling to 
yourself. 

Imagine that pitch happens over and over 
and over again, day in and day out, month 
after month, year after year. If you were the 
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buyer, at what point would you just stop 
taking collection sales calls? 

Even with the right strategy, the battle 
is just half won; strategy only succeeds 
with a highly professional execution of 
tactics built around a clear understanding 
of the buying process and mindset of the 
individual buyers. 

In order to improve your agency’s 
profitable growth, the most important 
thing is to make a real commitment and get 
started. Planning and execution cannot be 
done simultaneously—that’s like trying to 
change a tire while the car is moving. 

Tactical plans must be shaped in relation 
to the information gathered and studied 
from contact. What is the expected 
unexpected outcome, and how have you 
factored that in? The exercise of preparing 
contingency plans yields insights into 
obstacles and opportunities and creates 
sales fluidity.

WHAT DO WE KNOW?
Is the phone your primary sales tool, or 
do you still knock on doors hoping to see 
someone? Whatever your approach, think 
about how many of those interactions result 
in actual contact with a decision-maker. 

Before you even make contact, it’s critical 
to analyze your markets. Consider things 
about the buyer like:

• When do they buy and why?
• What makes them respond positively or 

negatively? 
• How important are agencies in the 

overall management and success of 
their department? 

• Why has the buyer fired agencies in 
the past? 

• How do your services compare to the 
best agencies in that market, and why? 
What is their sales approach? How does 
yours differ?

Without a clear understanding of these 
factors, market analysis is useless. Useless 
marketing data results in poor execution 
and poor results; it essentially turns your 
sales efforts into a dice throw. No one would 
consciously bet their agency’s financial 
future on a dice throw—yet it happens. 

MASTER THE EXPERTISE  
REQUIRED TO WIN
Sun Tzu said that a good leader has the 
self-discipline to adhere to personal values 
and behave consistent with those values. 
He also said if you treat well-trained 
people with benevolence, justice, respect 
and confidence, the organization will be 
united, dedicated and loyal. 

We have to walk the talk. If we say sales is 
important, but do not give it the quality of 
attention we give to operations, salespeople 
will lose motivation. If we say it’s critical 
to listen to clients, but rarely take the time 
to meet with them or ask them about their 
needs and preferences, employees will ignore 
them as well. 

To beat your competition, the morale of 
your company must be excellent. People 
must feel empowered. 

Now I’m not saying to let salespeople do 
whatever they want. I’m saying if you select 
capable, trainable, creative and committed 
people—and you provide them with the 
training, coaching, tools and knowledge 
necessary to meet the challenges they face—
you can trust them to do what’s right given 
the situations they face. 

Proper sales training includes knowing the 
right activity benchmarks, such as the number 
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of phone attempts per day, along with how 
to handle those calls. What are the right and 
wrong things to say? How do you handle an 
objection like, “I’m happy with my agency”? 

When properly trained and coached, good 
salespeople will thrive and so will you. 

Balance is essential. There are things 
that we have learned about how to make a 
collection floor successful, how to manage a 
queue, how to train professional collectors 
and how to manage for results. 

All of those things apply to sales in 
principle, but there has to be a clear 
understanding of the differences. One 
cannot just run sales in exactly the same way 
simply because the principles are the same. 
The differentiators are critical. Collectors are 
automatically fed accounts. Salespeople have 
to go find them. Collections benefits from an 
automated collection management system—
salespeople do not. Sales require much more 
delayed gratification. 

The “art” of sales is to understand both the 
similarities and differences and apply them in 
precisely the correct way. You can’t guess and 
you can’t take the differences for granted. 

Too many agencies are at one or the other 
extreme: either leaving the salespeople 
essentially to their own devices because 
“they know what they’re doing,” or running 
sales just like a collection floor, using 
operations numbers that have little to do 
with the world outside of the agency and no 
true understanding of what collection sales 
actually entails, how competitors are selling 
or how the buying process for decision-
makers has changed. 

There are no participation trophies in 
our business. Every agency is competing 
inside their walls on the collection floor 
and outside their walls in sales. The natural 
operations-oriented nature of most agencies 
means that the focus is overwhelmingly 
inside their walls in a sincere desire to be 
the best collection operation they can be. It’s 
what makes agencies so good at what we do. 

But unless that same level of focus is applied 
outside the walls, so that your salespeople can 
also be all they can be, the kind of positive 
growth that can be achieved will instead go to 
your competitors who are more committed to 
creating that balance and driving that level of 

excellence. We’ll talk more about that balance 
in next month’s article. 

To integrate these principles effectively 
requires the agency to fully commit to 
comprehensive sales management that is 
both creative and disciplined, be open to 
new ideas, be committed to changing from 
seller-based to buyer-based selling, and 
logically assess the environment and the 
strategy—yet combined with the will, and 
the sense of urgency to motivate yourself and 
your team to take sales to a new level and 
deploy critical expertise to get it all done.   

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.org.


