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verdue receivables are the bane of
every company, and the home

health care industry is no excep-
tion. Whether you are owed for relatively
small items such as syringes and specimen
collectors, or bigger-ticket products like
defibrillators and wheelchairs, deadbeat
customers can put a serious dent in your
profitability—not to mention giving you a
serious case of heartburn.

Managing delinquent accounts is there
fore as important as managing your inven-
tory, customer service or cash flow. A reg-
conscien-

ular debt collection

tiously followed, can make the difference

program,

between a bad year and a good one. With
that in mind, here is a step-by-step guide to
getting slow-pay or no-pay clients to pay
up
l Catch the delinquents early. Being
« aware that receivables are becoming
delinquent is the first step in the collection
process. Frequently, business owners are
too busy with day-to-day operation issues
—such as bringing in new customers—to
pay much attention to the sins of the old
The longer receivables are allowed to go
unattended, the more difficult they are to
collect.
Prioritize your accounts. Identify
« delinquent receivables and then pri-
oritize them based on age, amount and any
special circumstances. Generally, the older
and larger ones should get your attention
first—older debts because they may be-
come too stale to collect if you delay, and
larger debts for obvious pocketbook rea-
sons.
3 Map your strategy. A collection
« campaign is a strategic, well-defined
series of events that usually starts out soft
and becomes more aggressive as the delin-
quent customer fails to respond. Decide
how far you are willing to go; for example,
which accounts will merit legal action if
less drastic measures won’t do the trick.
Then get to work.
4 Mail a reminder (or two). Collec-
o tion usually begins with a series of
subtle, yet firm, reminder letters. You can
send these letters yourself, or you can get

eadbeat
Ccustomers

Keeping Your Receivables Under Control

an Internet service such as OldDebts.com,
to take the job off your hands for as little as
$6.95 per debt

Online services will allow you to sub-
mit debtor information online, then send
customized letters including the debtor’s
name and debt information, a return enve-
lope and a perforated payment stub. In the
case of OldDebts.com, fees are the same no
matter the size of the debt; debtors pay you
directly; and you get 24/7 online access to
account information and a journal for note-
keeping on each account.

5 Follow up by phone. Within a day or

« two of the delivery of the first letter,

make a follow-up phone call to the delin-
quent customer and attempt to obtain a
commitment to a payment date or arrange-
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ment. A follow-up letter should be sent im-
mediately to confirm the agreement
In the event the payment is not received
on the agreed date, a second, firmer letter,
should be sent and then followed a day or
two later by another telephone call. Prompt
follow-up is imperative to show that you
mean business. You can make these phone
calls yourself, or outsource them to an on-
line collection service.
Maintain meticulous records. Ac-
and

curately record every letter

phone call, either in your own database or

with your online service. Log every
promise and failed promise. Note the rea-
sons given by the delinquent customer for
his or her inability or unwillingness to pay.
These records will be worth their weight in
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gold if you need to pursue the debtor more
aggressively with a collection agency or
lawsuit.
7 Report the debtor to credit bu-
o reaus. If the debtor is an individual,
or is individually responsible for a compa-
ny purchase, you can impact his or her
credit by reporting the delinquent account
to the major credit bureaus. This may neg-
atively impact a person’s credit for up to
seven years and limit his or her ability to
obtain credit without first clearing the debt.
Credit burcau reporting is available
through collection agencies or online col-
lection services.
Put on your boxing gloves. If the
aforementioned efforts have not re-

solved the issue, it’s time to put some bite
in your bark, either by hiring a licensed
collection agency or by suing the debtor.

If you use a collection agency, expect to
pay a small flat fee per account or a com-
mission of as much as 50 percent on what-
ever is collected. If you decide to try the
legal system, you can sue in small claims
court for debts of a certain size (check your
state for permissible levels), or you can
hire an attorney to bring suit for larger
sums

Stick to your guns. Whatever your
9 « campaign, be sure you follow
through. If you say you are going to file a
lawsuit or retain a collection agency, do it.
Otherwise, you will lose credibility and a
debtor will realize that your collection ef-
forts are an empty threat. You are more
likely to be successful if you take a stand
that is a reasonable response to the circum-
stances.
1() Don’t get burned again. As the

e saying goe
learn from the past a
it. Do not extend credit to the same person

, those who do not

condemed to repeat

or entity again without getting personal
guarantees, credit references, or additional
deposits and prepayments. Alert other deci-
sion makers in your company by creating a
list of previous delinquent customers.

In addition, avoid future collection
problems by checking out new customers
as best you can. Do not extend credit with-
out a credit report or payment history from
other creditors.

Bottom line? It is possible to wipe old
receivables off the books with a little bit of
elbow grease, a iot of determination, and—
if you want it—the help of outside services
that specialize in helping you get paid what
you're owed
Jeff Cronrod is president of Fidelity Infor-
mation Corporation, a nationally licensed

collection agency that has pioneered new,
automated, money-saving Sstrategies ﬁ)r
debt collection. lIts achievements include
OldDebts.com, a fully automated, Internet-
based, flat-fee debt collection service that
dramatically reduces collection costs by

eliminating contingency fees
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