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About this Guide 

This Guide provides guidance for the application of best practice in debt management by public service 

bodies to help improve their efficiency and effectiveness in the collection of monies due while applying 

the high standards of public service. 

It is recognised that the Guide will apply differently in various public bodies depending on their size, 

the debts being collected, their client base and their resources.  It is the responsibility of each public 

body to determine how best to use the Guide. 

The provisions of this Guide do not override existing statutory requirements and other obligations and 

each public body should ensure that whatever measures are adopted are fully compliant in this regard. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Purpose of this Guide 
This Best Practice Guide (“the Guide”) aims to help public service bodies (PSB) improve the efficiency 

and effectiveness of their collection of monies that they collect whether from corporate entities or 

individuals.  It sets down principles and general guidelines that should be followed. These will need to 

be tailored to the nature of the debt and debtors of each public body. 

The Guide is based on the recommendations of the Debt Management Review1 and the practical 

experience gained during the follow-on Debt Management Implementation Project 2to implement the 

recommended measures at a number of public bodies.  The Review conducted research 

internationally and locally on the debt collection practices used by leading public and private sector 

organisations involved in debt collection.  It identified twelve key success factors that most influence: 

 Effectiveness: achieving the highest collection rates possible, i.e. collecting more money 

 Efficiency: making best use of available resources, i.e. improving cost-effectiveness. 

These goals apply to any collection function but a balance has to be achieved between them - there is 

no point in having high collection rates, if it is at an uneconomic cost; and conversely, there is no point 

in having a very low cost of collections if this results in low collection rates and high levels of unpaid 

debt.  This balance needs to be monitored and controlled at a management level. 

(Note:  This balance may not be possible in all circumstances due to matters of public policy, e.g. 

continuing to pursue debts beyond the point where it is economic or the writing off of debts for social 

reasons or deferring enforcement proceedings to preserve local economic well-being). 

1.2 Using this Guide 
The Guide can be applied at any public body but, where appropriate, those within a sector or of similar 

nature should work together to achieve consistency and leverage each other’s resources and 

experience. 

Implementing a collections improvement programme can be approached on an incremental basis - 

where specific measures are implemented in series of steps – or it can be approached as a project.  If 

possible, the latter approach is preferable, as it allows for development of a consistent approach 

through all aspects of collection activity.  This Guide can be used to plan either approach. 

The Guide is intended to be a ‘live’ document that is updated at regular intervals based on feedback 

from those using it and debt management practitioners. 

Suggestions for improvement or other feedback should be sent to: amsd@per.gov.ie 

  

                                                           

1 BearingPoint Report at: www.per.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/Debt-Management-Final-Report.pdf 
2 Report available on DPER website under 2016 Reports at: http://www.per.gov.ie/en/reports/ 
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1.3 Terminology 
Various terms can be used in referring to the collection of monies.  “Debt Management” tends to refer 

to the activities after a debt has arisen (i.e. a bill has issued).  “Credit Management” refers to the full 

cycle involved in issuing credit and billing through debt collection. 

 

This Guide is primarily focused on Debt Management but does also deal with aspects of Credit 

Management for public bodies which provide credit terms. 

The terms “client” and “debtor” are used to refer to the party owing money or being given credit. 

 

1.4 Structure of the Guide 
The Guide is structured into four main topics: 

Sections Topic Description 

2-3 Pre-requisites Describes the basic building blocks of: 

 Establishing policies & procedures (Section 2) 

 Clean and accurate data (Section 3) 

4-8 Life Cycle Provides guidance on the six main activities in managing 
collections 

9-16 Tools & Techniques Describes a range of measures to improve your collections 
including: systems, training, organisation, payment 
arrangements 

17-18 Implementation Guidance on how to plan and run a programme to improve 
your collections in the short/medium term and on an on-going 
basis 
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1.5 Key Success Factors 
The Debt Management Review identified 12 Key Success Factors (KSF) through research with local and 

international organisations involved in debt collection activity.  These act as a set of guiding principles 

which can be used to review any current collection function or in the design of a new one.  They are 

referenced in subsequent sections with guidance on how to achieve them. 

Leading practitioners ranked the Key Success Factors as follows (in order of importance and impact): 

1. Early and accurate billing 

2. Special-purpose debt management system 

3. Accurate data collection and maintenance 

4. Specialist debt management training and support 

5. Performance culture 

6. Early client contact 

7. Range of payment options; easy to pay 

8. Documented Debt Management policies and procedures 

9. “Single Customer View” of customers 

10. Appropriate 3rd party collection usage 

11. Strong enforcement, clearly communicated 

12. Tailored collection (or “chase”) paths. 

These are outlined further below and are referenced in the subsequent sections of the Guide which 
explain how to go about implementing these measures. 

1.5.1 Early and Accurate billing  

Issuing the bill / invoice / payment request to the client as early as possible and making sure that all 

the detail in it is accurate (e.g. in line with contracted rates and terms, correct names and addresses).  

1.5.2 Special-purpose Debt Management system 

Software and communications technology specifically geared to the automation of processes and 

analysis for reporting and activity scheduling. 

1.5.3 Accurate data collection and maintenance 

Making sure that data which is collected is accurate (e.g. contact details) and is audited to make sure 

it remains accurate over time. 

1.5.4 Specialist Debt Management training and support 

Training tailored for debt management staff at operational, supervisory and executive levels of the 

organisation which also encompasses continuous professional and skills development.  

1.5.5 Performance culture 

A shared level of values and attitudes at all levels in an organisation that are focused on achieving 

agreed results, supported by appropriate reporting systems. 

1.5.6 Early client contact 

Making early contact with a client where issues or disputes arise.  Contact may be automated or in-

person to seek an early engagement in processes to resolve the situation. 

1.5.7 Range of payment options. Make it easy to pay 

Having a range of industry-suitable payment options (e.g. online, credit/debit card, direct debit, EFT, 

etc) available so that clients can make payment in the method most convenient to them at any time.  
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1.5.8 Documented Debt Management policies and procedures 

A full set of documents that outlines the ethos of your credit management function and the details of 

how this should be implemented. 

1.5.9 Single customer view 

The ability to be able to see all client/customer transactions with your organisation in one place (e.g. 

on a single screen) even where some of those transactions are with other departments or cost centres. 

1.5.10 Appropriate 3rd party collection usage 

Where appropriate, using external debt collection and legal partners as an integrated part of the 

overall collection approach for the organisation.  These may have skills/expertise and systems that are 

difficult, expensive or lengthy to implement internally. 

1.5.11 Strong enforcement, clearly communicated 

Having a strong, agreed approach to dealing with delinquent accounts involving sanctions and/or 

penalties that will impinge quickly on a client.  Your clients and prospective clients need to be aware 

of these measures and that they will be applied rigorously. 

1.5.12 Tailored collection paths 

Using a combination of automated and manual methods of contacting clients (i.e. letters, emails, 

text/SMS, phone calls) depending on the size of debt, prior history and other risk factors. 

Guidelines for the implementation and use of these measures are set out in following sections. 
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2 Policies & Procedures  

Policies and procedures guide the actions of all individuals involved in the credit function.  When they 

are well thought out and implemented, they provide a common understanding on how things should 

be done.  Policies and procedure documents should be developed by each public body. 

The Policy document sets out the principles and policies that the organisation will follow in issuing 

credit and collecting debts.  This may take many forms such as: bills, invoices, loans, service charges, 

fines, penalties, rentals due, etc. 

The Procedures document describes how the Policy will be carried out in terms of the activities and 

the precise steps in each activity. 

These documents provide clear instruction and guidance on what should or must be done.  Most 

importantly, they ensure a level of consistency in how the organisation interacts with its clients.  

It is important that they are living documents that are regularly reviewed to ensure that they still meet 

the needs of the organisation and are updated where necessary. It would be of benefit if one individual 

could take ownership of these documents to make sure that they are maintained and used correctly.  

2.1 Creation of the Policy & Procedures 
The creation of Policy and Procedures documents is a time-consuming but important job.  To help that 

process, sample documents are provided in Annex 1.  These templates will need editing by each 

organisation to localise them and make them relevant to local circumstances and processes. 

It would be advisable to have a number of experienced people from different roles within the credit 

department involved in the creation of the documents.  That way the work can be shared and different 

views and experience can be included.  This way is most likely to see the creation of a more usable 

document as those that are doing the work are involved in its creation and this will increase their buy-

in to its ongoing use.  The Policy and Procedures documents should be signed off at a senior 

management level. 

Once working documents are created, they should be circulated to the managers of other 

departments that may be affected in any way by their operation.  The purpose of this is: to check if 

there are any issues in the document for the other department; to get an outside view on the 

documents; and to let the other departments know how the credit department will operate in the 

future. 

The most important step is the launch of the new documents to the department and the organisation 

as a whole, so that all affected are aware of them and their importance to the organisation.  The launch 

should be done in an inclusive and educational manner providing forums for questions to be answered 

and including a process to make sure everyone has a grasp of the detail. 

2.2 Maintenance 
As stated earlier, these need to be ‘live’ documents that are used regularly and are kept up-to-date 

and relevant.  There is no point creating them if they are not going to be used.  There needs to be a 

process for a full annual review of the documents to look for anything that needs changing to reflect 

changes in the operations or technological advances.  On a quarterly basis, a more minor review can 

be done. 
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Outside of that structure a review of any part of the documents can be initiated by anyone within the 

organisation who notices an issue or due to a change or regulation or law. 

2.3 Using the Policies and Procedures 
While these documents need to be used regularly in the daily operation of the department they have 

additional functions, notably for training purposes. 

For any new staff in the department, these documents are an important training tool to show them 

how everything is expected to operate.   

For those with more experience, they can be used for refresher training and for each collector to 

regularly benchmark their own performance against how it is supposed to be done. 

Both the Policy and Procedures documents can and should be shared with other departments to make 

sure everyone is aware how your department operates.  It is important that staff in the finance, 

customer service, contracts/legal and sales (if applicable) functions are aware of and follow the 

policies and procedures set down. 
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3 Data Cleansing & Management 

Data cleansing is the process of identifying and correcting incomplete, incorrect, out-of-date or 

wrongly formatted data in your databases and records.  It can be achieved usually by a combination 

of manual and automated means. 

The base on which all collection efforts are built is correct client data.  This is particularly important 

where debt is being collected from corporate entities – but can also be applicable to collection from 

individuals. 

If the data recorded about the client is incorrect then it will make it difficult to correctly bill them or 

to follow up for the amount due.  A billing error may delay payment and make the collection process 

more difficult.  Additional time may be spent trying to trace and contact clients with incorrect contact 

details and also correcting and resending the invoice.   

Another issue to address is the format that the data is recorded in.  There needs to be an agreed 

format for entering names and address into any database so that everyone does it the same way.  This 

will allow easier searches and avoids the possibility of duplicating accounts (e.g. the following three 

ways of writing a name are all valid but your department needs to have one agreed format). 

O’Malley O Malley OMalley 

Client data changes over time so it is never possible to have it all correct but the target should be to 

bring the current data quality to as high a standard as is feasible and then to maintain it at that level.  

Where opportunities arise (e.g. during a phone call), contacts’ names and their contact details should 

be confirmed and changes in names, addresses, phone numbers, etc noted in the systems. 

Where data is being corrected, care must be taken to confirm the validity and accuracy of the new 

data – ideally, independently.  This may entail, for example, phone calls to the debtor or seeking 

corroborating evidence as to their identify and authority.  The source of the new data and a copy of 

the old data should be kept in the notes of the account in case of any future issues.  Failure to manage 

this process correctly leaves your organisation open to further corruption of your data and possible 

identity fraud. 

Guidance on maintaining accurate and up-to-date data is provided on The Office of The Data 

Protection Commissioner’s website under “Rule 53”. 

3.1 Priority Data 
While all data is important, the focus should be on the name on the account, the registered address, 

the billing address (where different), the landline and/or mobile phone number of the contact and 

their email address.  In the case of corporate entities, it is also helpful to confirm whether you are 

dealing with a limited company, partnership or sole trader as each have a different risk profile. 

If the account is in the name of a company, then the contact is most likely the individual who manages 

the accounts payables or one of the directors where it is a smaller company.  The name and title of 

the individual should be verified and recorded. 

                                                           

3 See ODPC website under Rule 5: www.dataprotection.ie/docs/Data-Protection-Rule-5/y/27.htm 
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Where the account is in the name of an individual or a business name registered to an individual 

operating under the structure of a sole trader then the individual’s name is the important piece of 

data from a data privacy point of view.  The account should not be discussed with anyone else (e.g. 

family members) without receiving written permission from the named individual. 

Where systems allow, it is also useful to record data about how to contact the client (e.g. hours when 

they are available, dates when payment runs take place, escalation paths).  This could help tailor your 

collections efforts to get the best return from the resources available.  For example, if the client has a 

payment run in the middle of the month, you want to be contacting them in advance of this to make 

sure your payment is included.   

3.2 Data Cleansing Project 
Cleaning current data should be identified as a sub-project and assigned to an appropriately qualified 

staff member to manage.  There are two options for running this project: 

 Outsource the project to an appropriate firm, or 

 Manage it internally. 

There are a number of firms who provide business information on a commercial basis and also provide 

a data cleansing service on commercial terms.  This could be a faster way of handling the issue if there 

are significant problems with the data quality or if the resources are not available to manage the 

project internally.  If planning to do so, relevant public procurement policies and practices should be 

followed.  Your procurement officer or the Office of Government Procurement (OGP) 4can provide 

guidance in this regard. 

If using an external firm, agree clear guidelines on what work is to be done, the checking and 

verification methods, timescales and other commercial terms.  Using a pilot or sample set of cases will 

help ensure that the proposed process works and the firm is competent. 

The second option of managing the project internally offers more control but does require time and 

resources.  If this route is being taken: 

 Start with those accounts with arrears.  This is because those without arrears are more likely 

to have correct data and if there is an issue it is not serious enough to have effected payment. 

 Sort the arrears accounts by size or age so that you can prioritise those of most value. 

 It is then a case of going through each account and checking the name the account is 

registered to and all the contact details.  You need to decide how you will check the data 

validity.  This can be done by a simple Google search, the use of the phone book, the CRO or 

other data sources. 

3.3 Data Maintenance Process 
Once you have your data at an acceptable level, the focus should be on designing a process to maintain 

it.  The process should take into account: 

                                                           

4 See OGP’s website at: www procurement.ie. or contact 076 100 8000 or support@ogp.gov.ie 
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 Who within the organisation comes in contact with the data and for what reason 

 Prevention of identity theft: Identify steps that each relevant person could take at the time of 

the interaction with the data to do some level of verification.  For example, where collectors 

are phoning debtors they can include a few quick data verification questions as part of their 

call steps or script.  (Include details of this in your procedures document) 

 Review on a quarterly basis that the process is being followed.  Also on an annual basis take a 

sample of data and check it to confirm that it is being maintained to an acceptable level. 

An example of a good maintenance process is to get collectors to ask a few data verifying questions 

on each call.  Simply confirming the address and email address on the account will be a start.  At the 

same time, the collector could check the business name with the business information service you are 

using or just look it up on the CRO website to confirm the spelling and registered name are correct. 

Review the process annually to make sure that it is still operating efficiently.  This could involve 

checking if there is new technology, data services or other factors that could be employed to improve 

the process.   This will maintain the data you have but the next process that needs to be addressed is 

the on boarding of new clients.   

The best method is to have a ‘New Client Form’ with boxes to record all the relevant data plus a 

comments section for any relevant notes.  Client details should be sought even if you have no choice 

in the matter of taking them on or not. 

The information provided should be verified before it is entered on the debtors’ system.  Where any 

change is being made, always make a note of it on the account including the old details and the reason 

for the change in the note.  This will protect you if there is a mistake made in the updating process or 

it subsequently disputed. 

3.4 Importance of Good Record-Keeping 
Throughout the collection cycle, it is essential that good, accurate records of kept of all decisions, 

communications and interactions affecting clients.   

The Ombudsman takes the view that in the case of a dispute or in applying enforcement measures, 

the ‘burden of proof’ is with the public body to show that it has a legitimate case, has acted fairly and 

reasonably, been diligent and timely in pursuing the debt and has advised the client of their obligations 

and rights (including rights to make a complaint and an appeal).  It should be assumed that the 

standard of proof would be that required in a Court of Law.  

Records to be kept may include inter alia: 

 The basis for the original debt including calculations.   

 This will apply also to any settlements, forbearance or other payment arrangements entered 

into; the rationale for any decisions arrived at in the course of such measures should also be 

recorded 

 All documentation sent to a client 

 All documentation sent by the client 

 Records of phone calls, meetings, interviews or other communications, including attempts to 

make contact which were unsuccessful 

 Evidence that the client was advised of their rights 

 All documentation pertaining to complaints, disputes and appeals. 
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Achieving these standards can be demanding.  Automation can assist with managing these records 

efficiently but it is also important that staff are trained to be fully aware of these requirements and 

regular reviews are undertaken to see that standards are being maintained. 

3.5 Data Protection and Retention 
All personal data held is subject to Data Protection legislation and regulations.  The Office of the Data 

Protection Commissioner (ODPC) sets out down eight guiding principles which say organisations must: 

 Obtain and process information fairly 

 Keep it only for one or more specified, explicit and lawful purposes 

 Use and disclose it only in ways compatible with these purposes 

 Keep it safe and secure 

 Keep it accurate, complete and up-to-date 

 Ensure that it is adequate, relevant and not excessive 

 Retain it for no longer than is necessary for the purpose or purposes 

 Give a copy of his/her personal data to an individual, on request. 

Organisations need to have appropriate policies in place for data relating to debtors, notably in 

relation to: 

 Verification of the data they receive and their right to hold it 

 Retention periods for data after a debt has been paid in full or an account is closed. 

 The methods for erasing and destroying data and certification of same 

 Any data exchanges with third parties (e.g. debt collection agents, solicitors, sheriffs). 

It should be borne in mind that these requirements apply to all records kept – both automated and 

manual records – and data held internally and by any third-parties that you may have engaged.  If 

engaging third parties, you need to check where the data is held and accessed to ensure that data 

protection requirements are fully met.  

Examples of ‘data’ for data protection purposes include inter alia: 

 Computer-held records 

 Manual files and notes, held centrally or by individuals 

 Electronic document management systems and other electronic records (e.g. CCTV, 

surveillance systems) 

 emails 

 Telephone records, recorded phone calls, text messages. 

Guidance can be found on the websites of the Office of the Data Protection Commissioner5 and the 

Law Society of Ireland6.  Advice should be sought from your data controller and legal advisor. 

                                                           

5 See ODPC’s website at:www.dataprotection.ie 
6 See Law Society’s website at: www.lawsociety.ie 
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4 On-boarding New Clients 

A fundamental point to establish in taking on a new client is to confirm their ability to meet their 

obligations and to set down the basis for making payments.  Many public bodies do not have discretion 

as to whether they take on a client or not; nonetheless, it is desirable to establish the creditworthiness 

and payment capacity of a new client and to take this into account in arranging payments methods, 

payment terms and your approach to collection. 

“On-boarding” is the process of taking on a new client.  It is an important time in the relationship as it 

is when terms and conditions, contact information, payment terms and billing processes are discussed 

and agreed. 

Some public bodies will have discretion on the clients they accept, while for many others there is no 

choice (e.g. they present at a hospital or incur a fine or an overpayment has occurred).  However, in 

both cases the on-boarding process is important but certain parts of the following will be more or less 

relevant.  

4.1 For a Corporate Entity 

4.1.1 Contact Information 

The first step with a new client is always to collect full and accurate contact information.  This should 

be done using a new client account form to make sure there is a consistent approach to the collection 

and recording of the data.  The contact information collected should at a minimum include: 

 Company registered name and address 

 Company registration number 

 Company trading name and address 

 Billing address and delivery address where relevant 

 Main contact including phone and email address 

 Accounts payable contact including phone and email address 

 VAT reference number: which can help identify clients who also creditors 

This information should not be accepted on face value and should be verified.  It should only be 

entered on to a live system once it has been verified.  This verification avoids issues due to misspelling, 

general errors and more importantly fraud.  Verification should be done using data from more than 

one source and these sites can include: CRO.ie, phone book, business information providers and 

general internet searches. 

4.1.2 Relationships 

If a client is a supplier to or receives payments of some form from your organisation, this should be 

noted on their file and links established within your systems between their debtor and creditor 

accounts to avoid payments being made where a debt remains unpaid.  The VAT number can be a 

method of making such linkages. 

4.1.3 Credit Checking 

If your organisation has the flexibility to refuse clients, it is important to do a credit check.  Even if this 

flexibility is not available it can be a valuable process to identify accounts that might need additional 

attention or special terms from the start. 
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A credit check is only of value if the collection of the contact information has been done correctly as 

otherwise it will be difficult to make sure you check the right company.   

There are a number of approaches to credit checking from requesting audited accounts and doing 

your own analysis to using the service of a business information provider who may provide a credit 

score.  The route taken will depend on the value of the transactions and the resources and skill 

available. 

4.1.4 Credit Limits 

A credit limit sets a value on the amount of product or services you are willing to provide to a client 

before they make payment.  The calculation of a credit limit will be based on your belief on the amount 

that the client will be able to pay.   

Many public do not have discretion in taking on new clients; nonetheless, the payment abilities of the 

new client should be assessed and monitoring procedures put in place to more closely track those 

considered to be of higher risk. 

The credit limit should never be a block on doing business with a client but should act as a warning 

flag that the client may need attention.  It is not unreasonable to speak with the client about the level 

of credit they have incurred and their ability to pay.  This should be assessed for each new client being 

taken on and may be linked to payment terms. 

4.1.5 Terms and Conditions 

As part of the on-boarding process the client should be supplied with a copy of your organisation’s 

standard terms and conditions.  Ideally, this is a comprehensive description of all terms applying but 

as a minimum, should set out: the payment terms, available methods and the consequences of late or 

non-payment.  Where dealing with the Public, the main terms should be prominently displayed in 

public areas, websites/portals and in relevant informational materials. 

Where practical, these should be signed by the client and returned to your organisation.  It may also 

be possible to do this electronically by email or as a tick box on an online portal. 

One important factor in the terms and conditions are the payment terms.  These must be discussed 

and agreed with the client in advance of the first transaction.  If any alternations to the standard terms 

are agreed, this should be done in writing and documented on the debt management system. 

4.2 For an Individual 

4.2.1 Contact Information 

Capture the following as a minimum: 

 Name 

 Residential address (and other addresses if applicable) 

 Phone numbers (Mobile, home, work) and email address. 

Where possible, this information should be verified against another source ideally with a photo ID 

such as identification documents (passport, driving licence, ID card) or utility bills. 

4.2.2 Credit Checking 

Where possible, the credit standing of the individual should be established through any prior 

experience with your organisation, bank references or asking for evidence of their good standing (e.g. 

up-to-date utility or other bills). 
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4.2.3 Credit Limits 

For individual’s credit limits become more important.  There are no published accounts or credit 

ratings available to decide on how much credit to allow an individual so care must be taken to make 

sure the client does not over extend.  The credit limit should be enforced and should not be increased 

without proof from the client of their ability to pay.  

4.2.4 Terms of Business 

In all cases, the manner in which payment will be made should be agreed.  Debit/credit card or cash-

in-advance are the preferred methods for once-off payments.  For regular payments, direct debits are 

the preferred method.  Other options might also be provided to remove any barriers to clients being 

able to pay you –see Section 14 for payments arrangements.  In all cases, measure should be taken to 

verify the accuracy of bank or card details while the client is with you or on the phone, so that any 

issues can be resolved immediately and perhaps alternative arrangements made. 
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5 Billing, Queries & Disputes 

The term “billing” refers to the process of creating amounts due for payment.  This can take several 

forms (e.g. invoice, fine, fee, demand, recovery of an overpayment) but all result in the need to pay 

monies within given timeframes.  The term “bill” is used here to refer generically to all forms of 

notifying amounts due. 

There are two key factors when designing or improving a billing process for any organisation: 

 The bills need to go out as early as is possible 

 The bills need to be as accurate as is possible. 

Any delay in the sending out of a bill increases the probability of it never being paid.  While inaccurate 

bills will not be paid and the process of finding out if there was an error and correcting it takes time 

and resources.  Early and accurate billing also conveys a clear message as to the efficiency of your 

collections methods; errors and delays tend to create some apathy and give an impression of a lax 

collection approach. 

Where the bill is the result of some form of adjudication or assessment process, it is important that 

full records are kept of the basis for the amount being billed 

5.1 Information Provided on the Bill 
Every bill that is sent by an organisation should follow a standard template.  This provides consistency 

both internally but also for the client.  There is a minimum amount of information that needs to be 

included on any bill which is detailed below.  Including this information is a step towards making it 

easy for the client to pay as they should have all the information they need to understand what the 

bill is for and how to pay it.  Failing to include important information will lead to delays in payment, 

additional cost in correcting the invoice and can be bad for your client relationship. 

The bill template that is used should be clear and uncluttered so that it is easy to read and understand.  

This will help to reduce the number of queries.  The use of colour or bolding of text should only be 

used for particularly important information.  This type of highlighting does draw the eye of the reader 

but overuse nullifies the effect. 

The bill should include the following: 

 Your information – The client needs to know where the invoice has come from, so you need 

to include your organisation’s name, address and contact details.  If you have a logo that 

should be at the top of the bill. 

 The client information – Include the client’s name, address and any other relevant 

information to make sure the bill reaches the client.  This may also include addressing it to a 

particular individual or department and including the client’s Purchase Order (PO) number 

where necessary. 

 Dates – There are two important dates that need to be included.  The date the bill was raised 

and the date it is due for payment.  Make sure these dates are included and are clearly 

labelled. 

 Description of Goods or Services – There should be a clear and adequate description of the 

product or service that is being billed for plus the quantity being purchased (if applicable).  

 Payment Details – Include your organisation’s bank details or provide explicit details of other 

means for accepting payment as are relevant (e.g. credit card, Post Office, cash office) 
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 Terms and Conditions – It is good practice to include a copy of your terms and conditions on 

the back of every bill that is sent out.  Likewise, it is advisable to provide information about 

what to do if the amount billed is disputed or incorrect; or they wish to appeal a determination 

(where the bill results from an adjudication process).  Where this is not possible (e.g. 

insufficient space), there should be a reference to where they can be accessed (e.g. on your 

website). 

5.2 Billing Pre-advice 
Where bills are raised at pre-determined intervals then it can be advantageous to send a notification 

to the client in advance of the bill of when the bill will issue and, if it is known, the amount of the bill.  

The purpose of this is to let the client know that a bill will be coming soon so that they are ready for it 

and to provide an opportunity for any queries or disputes to be raised by the client.  Pre-advices can 

be useful where: payments are due at irregular intervals, vary in amount due, are self-assessed or are 

determined by some other measurement or metric (e.g. charges for a service which will be determined 

at the time, a self-assessed amount due, payment of the 2nd rates moiety, utility charges).  All amounts 

being collected by variable direct debits must be pre-advised 10 working days in advance of the due 

date. 

This contact should be by letter, email or text message using a standardised template.  The contents 

will depend on your circumstances but could include some of the following: 

 The date of the bill 

 The amount of the bill (if known) or how it will be calculated or assessed 

 Details on how payment can be made 

 Contact details if there is an issue with the product/ service supplied or with the amount billed 

 Seeking confirmation on whether a Purchase Order number was required 

 Seeking confirmation that you have the correct billing contact details. 

This communication should be sent automatically by the debt management system on a 

predetermined date ahead of the invoice date. 

5.3 Billing Automation 
As with every process within the credit function, it can be beneficial to look at automating as much of 

the billing process as is practical.  There are a number of reasons for doing so: 

 It will reduce workload allowing staff to focus on higher value tasks 

 It will speed up the billing process 

 It will reduce the number of billing errors. 

Automation is best suited to organisations where there is a standard bill template and the billed items 

are coded rather than requiring individual description.  The billing system could be as simple as a 

module of the accounting system in use or a separate integrated system may be required.  The move 

to a separate system is most likely going to be suggested where there is a large number of bills. 

The creation of the bills is only the first part of the process.  The next part is delivering each bill to the 

correct client.  The bills can be sent to the client by post or electronically.  In many organisations a 

mixture of both is in use and the billing system needs to be able to handle multiple delivery methods. 
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E-billing is the preferred method for cost, speed and accuracy reasons.  Bills sent electronically can be 

tracked much easier than those that are posted plus there is a reduced cost and the client receives 

the bill sooner.   

Where currently, an outgoing bill or demand needs to be signed by a person – and so cannot be sent 

electronically - the necessity for the signature should be reviewed and any necessary changes to terms, 

regulations or legislation considered. 

5.4 Dealing with Queries & Disputes 
If the client raises any queries on the bill issued or disputes it in anyway, these need to be tracked and 

dealt with promptly.  If this involves referring back to operational units, keep a track of and diarise 

such referrals and follow-up at regular intervals to get the matter closed.   

In general, queries or disputes should suspend collection activity on such bills, so they should be 

flagged on the debt management system to avoid collection activities (letters, calls, etc) until the 

matter is resolved; however, collection activity should proceed on all unaffected bills.  The collections 

function should check regularly the status of queries and disputes - especially where it involves other 

departments or external parties – so as to resume collection activity as soon as possible. 

Good record keeping is essential in dealing with queries and disputes – see Section 3.4.  The processes 

must also be fair and reasonable; clients must be advised of their rights including those for making 

complaints and appeals.  Further guidance is available on The Ombudsman’s website7. 

While all collections staff should be able to deal with the common types of queries and disputes, the 

more complex ones should be referred to more experienced / senior staff.   In larger organisations, a 

dedicated resource or team might be assigned to dealing with queries and disputes. 

On a regular basis (e.g. quarterly), the causes and outcomes of queries and disputes should be 

analysed and adjustments made to processes, systems or documentation to reduce their recurrence. 

                                                           

7 See www.ombudsman.gov.ie/en/Publications/Guidelines-for-Public-Bodies/ 
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6 Collections 

Once a client has incurred a debt through a committed obligation (e.g. loan, lease, rental, annual fee) 

or has received their product or service and has been correctly billed for it, we should move to 

managing the collection of the amounts that are due.   

There are a number of key factors when designing or improving the collection process: 

 Using collecting staff’s time in the most productive way through automation of routine tasks, 

so they can concentrate on the larger and more complex debtors.  This is best achieved 

through a special-purpose debt management system and segmentation of customers 

 Making early contact with clients in default to establish if the situation is one of “can’t pay” 

or “won’t pay”.  It is also conveys a strong message of your diligence in chasing unpaid debts. 

 Tailoring the ‘collection path’ to client’s situation based on the above two factors. 

 Making it easy to pay through offering several options at convenient times and locations, so 

the client has no excuse for delaying payment 

 Strong sanctions or penalties for delayed payment:  Ideally, your organisation can apply some 

form of sanction/penalty if the client does not pay.  These should be conveyed clearly at 

appropriate points and used to dispose clients to engage with you to reach a resolution. 

This section outlines how these measures can be applied in the collection process. 

6.1 Customer Segmentation 
The aim of Customer Segmentation is to cluster together groups of clients with similar characteristics 

so that a tailored approach can be used in dealing with collecting from them.  The segments used will 

depend on the resources available and the level of detailed, accurate data available.  When 

segmentation is done correctly, it allows you achieve the “5Rs” collection goals of: 

 Targeting the right account 

 With the right resources 

 At the right time 

 Using the right tools 

 To achieve the right result. 

Customer segmentation can be very helpful where the collection team has fewer experienced 

collectors and/or volumes are large or hit peaks at certain times.  In these circumstances, identifying 

those accounts which require more expertise in their handling means that they can be directed to the 

more experienced staff and more routine cases handled by less experienced staff or dealt with by an 

automated collection path – see 6.3 below.  Similarly, larger debts might prioritised over those of 

lower value.  

Examples of the type of characteristics that can be used for segmentation are: 

 Size of account balance 

The larger the balance the more collector time and resources should be spent on the account.  

An initial phone call should be made early after the billing date for large accounts where no 

call at all might be made to small account.  The call will establish that the bill has been received 

by the right person, is in order and is being approved. 
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 Age of account balance 

Accounts over a certain age (e.g. overdue by 30 days) will need to be handled differently.  They 

may need a phone call, a visit or they could be passed to a 3rd party collections partner.  The 

purpose being to establish the reasons for non-payment and any circumstances preventing 

payment (i.e. “can’t pay” versus “won’t pay”) and to plan follow-up action accordingly. 

 New accounts 

Accounts that are new to your organisation need to be handled separately so they can be 

conditioned to pay on time.  Delayed payment may be due to administrative issues (e.g. 

incorrect bank details, wrong addressee, missing purchase order reference) which should be 

remedied immediately.  It also makes the customer aware that you have a proactive approach 

to managing collections. 

 Accounts where the last payment was missed 

These accounts where a 2nd payment remains unpaid have a higher probability of defaulting 

so should receive more direct collections efforts.  This may be indicative of cash-flow problems 

in which some form of revised payment plan might be appropriate. 

 Accounts that are slow to pay 

Accounts that are habitually slow payers should be grouped together for a more accelerated 

collections effort as they are at an increased risk of default.  Contact with them should 

establish any reasons (e.g. administrative issues) and seek to get payments made on time. 

 Accounts that have changed their method of payment 

There may be an innocent reason for the change but it is often the sign of financial difficulties 

and should be prioritised.  Again, some form of payment plan may be negotiated. 

 Industry 

Various industries and sectors will have payment norms or specific risk factors so they should 

be grouped together.  There may be seasonal aspects in some sectors and it make sense to 

schedule payments and collection activity to reflect such patterns. 

 Region 

The economic profile in different regions may differ greatly and this can affect the credit risk 

profile of the businesses in that region. 

 Type of client (State agency, PLC, limited company, partnership, sole trader, individual, etc) 

Each different type of client requires a different approach due to their unique characteristics.  

The letters sent to commercial enterprise and limited companies are addressed to the 

business entity but for private individuals and sole traders, they have to be addressed to the 

person.  Also, what is classed as harassment will differ depending on the nature of the client 

and may necessitate a variation to the collection path to reduce the frequency of the contacts.   

6.2 Implementing Segmentation 
There is no “one size fits all” solution to effective customer segmentation.  Simply following what 

others have done will mean you will not get the best results.  There are a few stages in the preparation, 

planning and implementation of a segmentation project. 

6.2.1 Data Preparation 

Before any segmentation can be done, the data needs to be prepared.  For each data field, you need 

to make sure the data is being recorded in a consistent format.  Names, addresses and other data 

fields that may be used for segmentation need to be recorded the same way.   

There may be some initial data cleaning to be done and it would be worth making sure that future 

data is collected in the appropriate format. 
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6.2.2 Planning the Segmentation Criteria 

There are a number of approaches to selecting the data fields by which you segment your customers: 

 Data analytics project – This is the most exacting method.  It would require an analysis of the 

organisation’s historic client transaction data to correlate data fields with payment profile to 

identify what distinguishes good customers from slow payers or potential bad debts.  This can 

be a complex task that can require significant resources - there are firms that specialise in this 

type of analysis.  The analysis exercise can be done periodically (e.g. annually) and then 

applied within your debt management system to direct debtors towards certain collection 

paths. 

 Experience/Trial and error - Most credit professionals who know their accounts will be able 

to identify some of the significant data fields to segment by.  This will require some ‘trial and 

error’ by reviewing the results and is a reasonable option when an alternative is not available.  

This can however be a time-consuming and costly route to take as it can take a number of 

trials to get a reasonable result and as it relies on human expertise there is an increased risk 

of errors which can reduce collection rates. 

 System-generated – Where a debt management system is being used that has data analytics 

and segmentation capabilities, it can be best to rely on this.   The more sophisticated debt 

management systems have this type of facility; however, relevant expertise may be needed 

to set it up and to interpret the results. 

A few examples of fields you may use have already been listed but any data field that is common to 

all of the customer records can be used.  The level of detail used is only dependent on the systems 

and resources available to manage each separate segment.  It would be difficult to implement any 

meaningful segmentation on a large client base without the right technology to implement and 

manage the process; technical and subject-matter expertise may also be needed. 

6.2.3 The Right Approach 

In general, customer segmentation helps make for more efficient and effective use of your collections 

team – particularly where volumes are large (e.g. in thousands), so is worth implementing in the most 

cost-effective manner. 

Once the segmentation is concluded, it will be a matter of deciding how the individual features of each 

segmented group will affect the collections resources employed, i.e. the ‘collection path’ to use. 

6.3 Collection Paths 
A ‘collection path’ is a documented set of steps to be taken in the collection of an outstanding balance 

from a client.  Some may be automated; some may be manual/in-person.  These steps could include: 

 Phone call 

 Letter  

 Email 

 SMS/text 

 Voice message 

 Client visit 

 Formal/legal notification 

 Third-party invention 

 Any others that are relevant in the circumstances. 
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Each step should be schedule to occur on a number of days in advance or after the billing date.  The 

collection path should be on a tight timeline as every additional day that passes without payment 

increases the probability that it will never be paid.  It also conveys the message to the client that your 

organisation takes the matter seriously and does expect payment. 

An example of a collection path for a business account that has 30 days’ credit (i.e. from date of 

invoice) and is a mid-size account would be: 

Note:  In the table below, the term “Customer Service” refers to the unit that deals directly with the 

client in providing services or goods. 

Day No. Action Explanation 

0 Invoice Sent  

15 1st Contact Pre due-date call to check if there are any issues with the invoice 
or the product or services supplied and to remind the client of the 
due date and available payment methods. 

30 (None) Invoice due date.  The following actions would be taken if 
payment has not been made by the Day Number shown. 

31 2nd Contact Call and follow-up email the designated Contact requesting 
payment 

36 3rd Contact Letter Notification advising that payment is required 

41 4th Contact Call and follow-up email to the client for an update on payment 

46  Account escalated to your Collections Manager.  and the 
Customer Service department(s) is notified of non-payment and 
to seek payment if further service or goods are requested 

50 5th Contact Credit Manager call and follow-up email to designated contact 
requesting payment within 5 days or account may be put on stop 

51  The Customer Service department notified of a risk account which 
may be put on stop 

55 6th Contact Call and follow-up email the designated Contact and to the 
Customer Service department to notify account is now on stop.  
Request payment within 5 days or else, enforcement measures 
will be initiated or it may be passed to 3rd party collections 

60  Initiate Enforcement measures or pass the Account to debt 
collection agent. 

120 7th Contact Call and follow-up email to law agent or company secretary for 
payment in 5 days or it may be sent legal 

130  Send the account to legal department or law agent 

6-12 
months 

 Decision made whether the debt is recoverable.  Account is 
determined to be collectable in full or in part and any 
uncollectable amount written-off. 
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The collection path for individuals or small businesses might be more automated for some of the early 

stages (e.g. a series of reminder letters) but should receive a phone call after a certain point or in 

certain circumstances (e.g. new account, previous poor payer, payment plan not being followed). 

6.3.1 Designing a New Collection Path 

When designing collection paths for each client segment, try to maintain a consistency of approach 

and make sure they are as short and focused as is practical.  The purpose of the collection path is to 

put a structure on collections efforts that moves the matter forward to conclusion within a set 

timeframe. 

There are a number of factors to consider when designing a new collection path.   

 Client Characteristics 

You need to be aware of the type of clients involved as this will influence the language used, 

the method of communication and the process in general. 

 Credit Terms 

The length of the credit terms offered will affect the structure and timing of the collection 

path. 

 Volume and Value 

A high volume low price and low margin product or service will require a fast and low cost 

collection path.  There would need to be more automation and use of emails/SMS/messaging 

rather than letters or phone calls.  Also, the timeline should be short.  In this case, it is not 

economic to spend time and resources chasing a debt as the process will become uneconomic 

very quickly.  This collection path would need a real focus on efficiency.   

 

Conversely, if it is a high price, low volume and high margin product then there is more time 

and more latitude to design a collection path that focuses more on effectiveness. 

 Product or Service    

What you supply to the client will have an impact on how you collect.  The provision of medical 

services will require a more considered collection path than the collection of rates from a 

business due to the potential sensitivity of the client’s circumstances.  

While each organisation will need to design and maintain their own collection paths there is a short 

set of template examples included in Appendix A. 

The collection path may consist of a number of interventions which are outlined below.  Some may be 

automated and some maybe manual, based on customer segmentation as discussed earlier. 

6.3.2 Collections Letters & Emails 

The letters and emails sent to clients are important tools in the collections process and they should 

follow certain rules: 

 They should be uncomplicated to avoid any confusion of their message 

 The key message should be both visible and easily understood 

 They should only use bold, highlighted or coloured text sparingly 

 They should follow a set template 

 The balance due should be included and stand out clearly 

 The available methods and channels for payments should be referred to and supporting detail 

provided (e.g. bank account details, contact phones, finding the payments portal) 

 Provide contact details where the client can phone or visit if unable pay for genuine reasons 
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 The template letters’ content should be changed regularly to keep them fresh. People may 

not read anything in a letter that looks like a previous letter so small inexpensive changes can 

get good returns. 

The wording used in these communications can be very important.  Research has shown that certain 

phrases and approaches can produce better results.   

For example: 

 Pointing out to an individual debtor that the majority of people in their area have already paid 

their bill will produce a higher probability of payment than a simple reminder of the balance 

due. 

 Letters signed by a person of authority can be more effective. 

 Most people want to do what is right and to make decisions that make them feel better about 

themselves.  Reminding the client of what the money is funding can increase compliance. 

6.3.3 Making Phone Calls 

Collections phone calls can be a very effective approach but it is also a high cost option as it involves 

collections staff time.  When conducted correctly a phone call will allow the collector to progress the 

collections case far faster than an email or letter and will deal with those clients who do not react or 

reply to written communications.   

It is important to get the balance right by making phone calls to the right accounts and at the right 

time.  If you set the phone call too early in the path there will be a larger number of calls to be made 

which will require more resources while calling accounts with small balances might move the cost of 

collection for that account into an uneconomic range.   

Making collections calls is a skill that requires training and practice.  Any person who is expected to 

make these calls should first receive the necessary training.  This training should address some of the 

following: 

 The tone of the call 

 The steps within a phone call 

 Negotiation techniques 

 Handling frequently asked questions 

 Dealing with vulnerable clients 

 Dealing with aggressive clients 

Every phone call made should follow a template agreed within the department.  This template sets 

out the steps within the call which may include: 

 Identifying yourself 

 Making sure you are speaking to the correct person. 

 Stating the purpose of the call and asking for payment 

 Dealing with any issues or queries 

 Reaching agreement 

 Closing the call 

As with any training, it is a continuous process so one training course will never be enough. Your 

organisation should have group and individual training schedules which may include outside trainers, 

management training and collectors’ forums where they can discuss new techniques or approaches 

to difficult cases. 
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6.3.4 Technologies for Client Contact 

There are a range of technologies available to aid in the collections process and selecting which 

systems to use will depend on collection volumes and the type of clients being dealt with: 

 SMS/Text – These systems can be integrated with collections systems to send automated 

reminders or on a standalone basis.  The benefit of using SMS is that research shows that 

almost all SMSs sent are read.  They can act as a very successful reminder to a client about a 

due date of a payment plan instalment date or early stage arrears. 

 IVR – This is an “Interactive Voice Response” system.  It is a technology that allows a computer-

generated voice contact with a client by phone.  This can be used as either a simple reminder 

or as a full interactive system that can take payments or direct a client call. 

 Diallers – automate and control outbound phone calls, principally in a call centre 

environment.  The system will schedule calls, deal with engaged or ‘no reply’ situations. Re-

dial numbers if applicable and pass through answered calls only to an operator.  This relieves 

the collection person of having to look up phone numbers and associated tasks, so they can 

devote their time to dealing with clients. 

 E-Billing – While many organisations send bills by post or email it is possible to move to a fully 

internet based billing system.  The benefits of this are reduced cost and greater transparency 

as you can track when clients have received their bill.  The client may also have a full history 

of bills issued in case there have queries on them or about what has been billed previously.  

More advanced systems can automatically enter the bill onto the clients’ accounts system and 

advise when it has been cleared for payment. 

 Predictive analytics- This is software that analyses all of your historic client data and provides 

a probability score on whether a new client will be a good or bad payer. This can be used to 

determine collection paths. 

6.3.5 Call & Meeting Records 

During and/or immediately after the end of each call or meeting, a note should be entered on the 

client file explaining what was discussed, the outcome and the next step.  Unsuccessful or ‘no reply’ 

calls should also be recorded.  It is important that this is done at the time of the call or meeting so that 

the note is accurate and nothing is forgotten.  It should include: 

 Reason for delayed payment 

 Commitments or promises made regarding payment (Seek exact dates and method of 

payment) 

 Any negotiated payment plan agreed 

 Where the contact is unavailable it should note a time when they will be available 

 Where no payment is agreed there should be an agreed next step including dates times and 

agreed actions by both sides.  

The note should be factual and not contain opinions about the client.  It should be remembered that 

these notes could be requested under a ‘Freedom of Information’ request so the language used should 

be clear and respectful.   

All notes need to also include a date and time stamp and the system where they are recorded should 

not allow for editing of the note once saved. 

In recording the call, any follow-up action should be diarised - ideally, in the collections system so that 

a follow-up call is scheduled to check that promises have been met. 



Collection of Debt –Best Practice Guide 
Page 24 

6.4 Special Cases 
Public bodies may have certain powers (e.g. attachment orders, offsets, seizure of goods, etc) based 

on legislation or regulations, but it is important that in applying such measures - and indeed, all 

collection measures – that they are cognisant of the clients’ circumstances and plan their collection 

activities accordingly.  Staff training is an important aspect in achieving this, so that they can recognise 

certain circumstances and address it sensitively or refer the client to others who deal with such cases 

Guidelines need to be considered by each organisation in the context of their debts and collection 

activities and appropriate policies and procedures developed for: 

 Clients in serious financial difficulty or hardship with an inability to pay their debts 

 Vulnerable persons (as set out below in 6.4.2). 

6.4.1 Inability to Pay 

In pursuing payment from individuals, organisations need to take account of the personal and financial 

circumstances to ensure such the amount being sought would not result in undue hardship accruing 

to the client and/or their families. 

This applies particularly to payment plans in respect of arrears. Experience suggests that regular 

payments that avoid undue hardship are more sustainable than those that that are more onerous.  

There are a number of methods for determining what constitutes hardship; guidance is available from: 

 Insolvency Service of Ireland8 (ISI) regarding “Reasonable Living Expenses” (RLE).   

 Minimum Essential Budget Standards (MEBS) 9Research Centre run by the Vincentian 

Partnership for Social Justice (VPSJ) which provides guidance on a minimum living standard 

for a number of different situations (e.g. one parent, two parent, pensioners). 

Organisations should ensure that their procedures cater for ISI’s Debt Relief Notice (DRN) 10process 

where consent is required for certain types of public bodies’ debts.  Also, that collection activity (e.g. 

letters, debt collection agents) cease where a DRN has been issued. 

6.4.2 Vulnerable Debtors  

As a general rule, a person may be deemed vulnerable if it would be unreasonable or inequitable to 

expect the individual to deal with the situation themselves.  A vulnerable person is a client or potential 

client whose ability or circumstances require that extra precautions are needed in interactions with 

them.  It should always be kept in mind that any client could be a vulnerable person and not necessarily 

be presenting with obvious signs.  Vulnerable debtors can encompass many different groups within 

society and include: 

 Persons with intellectual disabilities or mental health difficulties 

 Persons who are hearing impaired 

 Persons who are visually impaired 

 Persons who are elderly 

 Persons who have difficulty in reading and writing  

 Persons who have a terminal illness 

 Persons who are willing to pay but do not currently have the financial capacity to pay. 

                                                           

8 See “Reasonable Living Expenses” (RLE) at: www.isi.gov.ie/en/ISI/Pages/RLE_calculated 
9 See MWEB’s website at: www.budgeting.ie 
10 See ISI’s website at: www.isi.gov.ie/en/ISI/Pages/DRN 
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The cause of the vulnerability may be temporary or may be permanent in nature and the degree of 

vulnerability will vary.  This list is not intended to be exhaustive or definitive, the appropriate use of 

discretion is essential and Public Service Bodies should assess each situation on a case-by-case basis. 

Every organisation should have a policy and a procedure for dealing with such clients.  Principles to 

follow and guidance on developing such policies and procedures are provided in Appendix B.  Specialist 

advice may be needed ensuring that your policies and procedures are adequate. 

Collections staff will need training in this area.  Many of the individuals defined as vulnerable can be 

dealt with by the collections staff making use of additional resources, technology and techniques.  

However, if a collector is unsure or worried about the client, they should have an appropriately trained 

colleague to whom they can refer the case.   

6.4.3 Harassment 

At no point should the actions of the collection function or its staff reach a level that could be 

construed as harassment.  It the client accounts are covered by Central Bank consumer protection 

regulations11 or a similar regulation, then there are guidelines on the number and nature of the 

contacts that can be made to a client in any period.   

Outside of this area there are no definite guidelines but all organisations and persons are subject to 

the Non-Fatal Offences against the Person Act (1997)12 which states: 

11.—(1) A person who makes any demand for payment of a debt shall be guilty of an offence if— 

a) the demands by reason of their frequency are calculated to subject the debtor or a 

member of the family of the debtor to alarm, distress or humiliation, or 

b) the person falsely represents that criminal proceedings lie for non-payment of the debt, 

or 

c) the person falsely represents that he or she is authorised in some official capacity to 

enforce payment, or 

d) the person utters a document falsely represented to have an official character. 

(2) A person guilty of an offence under this section shall be liable on summary conviction to a 

fine not exceeding £1,500 (Now €1,905). 

You need to ensure that any third-parties used in your collections are aware of and comply with all of 

the above requirements. 

                                                           

11 http://www.centralbank.ie/consumer/cpc/Pages/home1.aspx 
12 http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1997/act/26/enacted/en/html 



Collection of Debt –Best Practice Guide 
Page 26 

7 Enforcement 

Enforcement is the process of applying sanctions or penalties where a debtor has not paid outstanding 

debts after a certain period, which may be set down in law.  Typically, it occurs after a period of months 

or sooner in certain circumstances or (e.g. liquidation of a business) if a prior forbearance arrangement 

has been defaulted on. 

In all cases, good record keeping is essential so that there is a clear audit trail from origination of the 

debt through the various collection efforts to execution of any enforcement measures in the correct 

manner.  In employing enforcement measures, files and records should be reviewed to ensure that 

they are complete and due process has been followed heretofore - see Section 3.4 for guidance on 

record keeping. 

7.1 Sanctions & Penalties 
Having suitable sanctions and penalties available is a strong incentive for debtors to pay on time and 

at least, engage in coming to some form of forbearance arrangement or settlement.  Organisations 

collecting monies should seek to have a range of such measures available. For public bodies, this may 

require primary or secondary legislation.  Any new schemes or services involving the collection of 

monies should incorporate suitable measures in their legislation or regulations. 

Sanctions may include: 

 Escalating penalties for delayed payment:  On-the-spot fines are an example of this 

 Legal action through the courts to seek a Court Judgement and/or to register a Judgement 

Mortgage with the Property Registration Authority (Note: in many cases, a Judgements can 

be obtained in 2-3 months if the liability is not contested) 

 Garnishee or attachments orders against earnings, bank accounts or other assets 

 Possession or recovery of goods or premises 

 Withdrawal of service: which can be difficult to implement for some public bodies 

 Withdrawal or restriction of other benefits 

 Exclusion from tendering for public contracts 

 Inspections or audits. 

These measures are not mutually exclusive.  They may be progressively and depending on the debtor’s 

circumstances.   

7.2 Initiating Enforcement Measures 
Enforcement measures need to be used with discretion so that the appropriate measure is chosen, it 

will have fairly immediate impact on the debtor and can be executed in a timely manner.  In many 

cases, it is the means to bring non-compliant or non-communicative debtors to engage with you and 

come to a forbearance arrangement or a settlement. 

While each case needs to be judged on its own merits, many of them will have similar circumstances 

which will help with processing them.  By looking at past cases and getting advice from legal experts 

with debt experience, it is possible to construct a checklist to run through on each debt.  This allows 

for a consistent approach to debts as the facts and circumstances of the case (as identified by the 

checklist) will point toward the most suitable course of action.  Such a checklist also helps staff with 

less legal experience to process cases.  
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For example: 

Ref Circumstances Course of Action 

1. An account where the debtor owns a 
property which is clear of any charges or 
where the value of the charges plus your 
debt would equal less that the equity in the 
property.  Debtor is refusing or is unable to 
pay. 

These circumstances would suggest that the 
judgement should be attached to the 
property.   
The debt is then secured as the property 
cannot be sold until the debt is cleared. 

2. An account where the debtor continues to 
trade profitably, they refuse to pay and there 
is a significant debt due.  Also, the accounts 
show no long-term loans or mortgages and 
that the company retains cash in the bank 
and some asset value. 

Various enforcement actions can be 
considered such as: attachment orders 
(where permitted), possession orders and 
possibly, liquidation and bankruptcy (for 
individuals). 
The likely response is that they will pay their 
account or at least engage in a dialogue to 
achieve a resolution. 

3. The organisation is in receipt of a letter from 
MABS relating to a small debt owed by an 
individual with no ability to pay.   

This would not be a good case for further 
legal action as the cost would be 
uneconomic and the chance of collection 
would be low.   
It is more likely that the account would be 
written off or left dormant with a regular 
check to see if the client’s circumstances 
have changed. 

 

It is important to have this type of checklist completed to speed up the processing of cases by avoiding 

unnecessary long discussions on each case’s merits and to provide a consistent approach for the 

organisations clients.  Rigorous enforcement sends out a message to other clients that the 

organisation is serious about collection and can help to bring other negotiations to a conclusion before 

legal action is required.  

7.3 Applying Enforcement Measures 
Once an enforcement measure has been initiated, the relevant process should be followed through 

on a timely basis.  Threatening some action and not following through will soon render it ineffective 

and defaulters will become aware that is an ‘idle threat’.  This means that once a sanction is imposed, 

the measure to execute are ready available to follow-through promptly. Having checklists, laid-down 

processes, systems support and access to experts will greatly assist in doing so effectively. 
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Points to bear in mind with certain measures include: 

Measure Points to Note 

Escalating penalties  Ensure that increased costs are clearly spelled out in reminder 
letters long with the associated timescales 

 Emphasise the range of payment options 

 Describe clearly what to do in the event of the debt being 
queried or disputed 

Legal Action  Establish that legal action will yield an effective result (e.g. that 
the business is trading, that the client has the means to pay or 
that an individual is not emigrated or deceased) 

 Ensure that the correct name and address is being used 

 Ensure that all other information is correct including reference 
to any contractual terms, dates of service, the amount due and 
a history of the collections efforts.…. 

 Ensure that documents are duly signed by the authorised person 
in your organisation 

Garnishees/Attachments  As with legal action, ensure all data is correct 

 Seek to establish that the debtor has resources or income to 
meet the obligations of the order 

 Care needs to be taken in issuing notifications to third parties 
such as employers or banks, as invalid data may be considered 
defamatory 

Withdrawal of Service  Ensure that adequate notice is provided as set down in law or 
any norms that may apply. 

 Ensure that appropriate parties in your organisation are fully 
aware of the service restriction.  Ideally these will be built in to 
systems used for accepting new clients, orders or service 
requests.  Equally, it should be possible to remove restrictions 
quickly if the client becomes compliant 

Possession of Goods  Generally, this will require legal action or use of bailiffs or 
sheriffs, so all of the measure affecting legal action apply (see 
above) 

 If goods are taken, it is important to have arrangements to store 
them, safeguard them and to dispose of them if applicable 
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8 Account Closure & Recoveries 

When a debt has been paid-in-full or closed-out in some other way, systems and records should be 

updated promptly and appropriate parties advised if applicable. 

Where there is an ongoing relation, the account records should note any comments concerning any 

debt collection issues for reference purposes in the event of future arrears or defaults arising. 

8.1 Paid-in-full 
Where an account is being closed (e.g. loan fully paid off, going out of business), the debtor account 

should be closed off promptly. 

8.2 Settlements 
If some form of settlement was agreed to settle a debt, this should be noted in the debtor records and 

any necessary accounting transactions put through promptly.   

Any enforcement measure that had been initiated should be brought to a close and any involved third 

parties notified accordingly (e.g. solicitors, courts, collection agents, banks).  As with any client 

transaction, data protection rules apply so take care in only informing those that can be legally notified 

and limit the notification to only that information directly related to the case and which it is legal to 

share. 

8.3 Write-offs 
All outstanding debts must be reviewed on a regular basis to assess how collectible they are.  Those 

determined to be uncollectible should be written-off in a timely fashion in the prescribed manner 

(including approvals) for the public body concerned. 

Guidelines on the processing and reporting of write-offs are included in Appendix C. 

8.4 Recoveries 
Writing-off a debt does not necessarily mean that collection efforts cease.   

Even where a debt has been written-off that does not always mean that there should be no more 

effort to recover all or some of the value.  The use of third-party collection agents is addressed in 

Section 16 and use of these firms for recoveries may still be relevant at this point. 

There are debt collections companies who will take older debt and attempt to collect on it.  They will 

have a low success rate and their success fee will be higher due to this fact.  As there is generally no 

cost to using the service, it may be worth trying.  These companies and specialist tracing agencies can 

also be considered as a way of establishing if there is merit in attempting further collections efforts.  

This form of tracing should only be used where the services are offered on a contingency basis. 

In all cases the client account should be tagged as written off but not deleted (subject to data retention 

policies).  The accounts should be reviewed annually to see if there is any change that would warrant 

further collection effort.  At some time in the future the client may come back for more services or 

the organisation may become aware of a change in their circumstances and at this point a collection 

may be possible.  Any collection at this time will require a reversal of the original write off. 

Guidelines on dealing with older debt in given in Section 15. 
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9 Case Management 

Case Management is the process of managing accounts that are in arrears.  All such cases need to be 

managed proactively to ensure that suitable action is being taken on a timely basis to recover all 

monies due.  Typical aspects of the process are: 

 Issuing reminders in the form of letters, SMS/text messages, emails, etc 

 Making phone calls or meeting with clients 

 Resolving queries and disputes 

 Following-up to ensure that any promises or commitments made are fulfilled 

 Initiating enforcement measures 

 Tracking activities of any third parties acting on your behalf. 

The process is best managed through a suitable IT system.  Case management or ‘workflow’ is a 

common feature in debt management systems and is more or less essential when hundreds or 

thousands of cases are to be managed efficiently.  Such systems may also have features to manage 

debtors through automated collection paths (see Section 6.3) and to check if commitments are being 

met (e.g. that a promised payment arrives on time). 

Cases can be managed manually using diaries, spreadsheets and checklists but this can be difficult to 

keep up to date and to share across members of a team.   

The guidelines below outline how a case management system should be set-up. 

9.1 Prioritising Action 
As described in Section 6.1 and 6.2, the first step is to determine how accounts are prioritised for 

action and which collection path they follow, using a combination of automated and manual activities.  

Ideally, these rules can be defined in the debt management system. 

In general, the priority will be given to current accounts and making sure they continue to pay on time 

and do not fall into arrears.  Within that group the accounts can be prioritised by size, perceived risk 

and any other local factor.  Where there are significant arrears these should be prioritised and 

addressed separately as they will need a different approach. 

While you may have a series of collection paths that are normally used, it is often necessary to conduct 

concentrated programmes, for example, in certain sectors if there are common circumstances across 

a sector (e.g. downturn, malpractices) or at certain times (e.g. business cycles, seasonal impact). 

9.2 Managing Workloads 
Case management systems often include features to review the volume of activities and to allocate 

work across the collection team.  It can also be useful to have certain types of complex cases allocated 

to specialists or special-purpose teams (e.g. enforcement cases, cases for negotiation). 
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9.3 3rd Party Activity Tracking 
3rd party collection partners may be used for arrears accounts only or they can also be used on current 

accounts where the resources are not available to manage the workload. This could be on a temporary 

or longer term basis and can be done by these companies under the organisations name so that the 

client is unaware of any change. In these cases, there is a need to track the progress and activity of 

the account while it is with the 3rd party partner.  This can be done by allowing them to log on to the 

organisations own system remotely and manage the accounts there or by integration with the 

partner’s systems and the use of portals to access and download live status reports. 
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10 Debt Management Systems  

10.1 Benefits of a Debt Management System 
Implementing a special-purposed debt management system brings several benefits: 

 Embeds standard and optimised policies and procedures 

 Automates routine tasks (e.g. issuing letters, monitoring payments are on time, diarising 

activities) which frees up experienced Debt Management staff to concentrate on the more 

difficult cases and allows less experienced staff deal with other cases (using standardised 

procedures) 

 Manages cases, allowing workloads to be prioritised and allocated across the available staff 

and thereby facilitating work sharing and avoiding cases being delayed because the case 

officer is on leave 

 Facilitates earlier issuance of bills which improves cash flow and conveys a proactive collection 

approach on the part of the bill issuer 

 Supports a variety of payment methods including online payment 

 Improved reporting and analysis of debts and cases which help underpin ongoing 

improvements and tackling of problem areas. 

Implementing these systems requires careful planning in setting up the system and in redesigning 

procedures.  Staff training on the system is important but must also be accompanied by training and 

on the new procedures and any revised policies. 

10.2 Sourcing a Debt Management System 
Debt Management systems range in sophistication, cost and complexity of implementation.  It is 

important to scale the time and money expended to the size and complexity of the debt to be 

collected.  Higher volumes of debtors would tend to justify more sophistication but equally, smaller 

volumes for more complex debts can benefit from having a comprehensive record of collection 

history.   

Some of the larger financial accounting systems have a debt management module as part of their 

Accounts Receivable functionality but many do not or are limited in functionality.  In the latter case, 

some form of Debt Management ‘add-on’ module maybe need to be procured either from a third 

party or else developed in-house.   

Below (Section 10.3) is an outline of the functions that a special-purpose debt management system 

would provide.  The range of functions needed can be adapted to the level of sophistication 

appropriate to a particular organisation. 

As an alternative, use of external Debt Management firms can also be considered as they will generally 

have sophisticated Debt Management systems to handle the volumes of cases that they are dealing 

with. 

In all cases where systems or services are being procured, relevant public procurement policies and 

practices should be followed.  Your procurement officer or the Office of Government Procurement 

(OGP) 13can provide guidance in this regard. 

                                                           

13 See OGP’s website at: www procurement.ie. or contact 076 100 8000 or support@ogp.gov.ie 
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10.3 Key Functions of a Debt Management System 
The range of functionality that Debt Management system may encompass includes: 

10.3.1 Collection (“Dunning”) Activities 

 Automated generation of reminders and other prompts for follow-up activity 

 Multiple, flexible chase paths that allow tailoring of activities (e.g. letters, calls, messages) based 

on factors such as: size of debt, age of debt, prior history, new customers, other risk factors. 

 Communication via a number of channels, e.g. letters, email, voice messages, SMS, phone calls, 

visit, third-party. 

10.3.2 Case Management 

 Tracking and recording of all activity on debt cases, both manual and automated 

 Diarising follow-up actions 

 Registering and tracking commitments to pay and any agreed payment plans 

 Allocating payments against amounts due (to support accurate aged analysis) 

 Tracking queries and disputes 

 Managing case workloads including reallocation of cases if required.  

10.3.3 Payment Arrangements 

 Support multiple payment channels including: direct debit, EFT, standing orders, credit or debit 

card, over-the-counter, Post Offices.   

 Support out-of-hours payments through a web portal, call centre and interactive phone system 

 Support for garnishee orders where permitted, i.e. deduction from salary, bank account, other 

sources 

 Setup and tracking of payment plans. 

10.3.4 Interfaces with other systems and 3rd Parties 

 Two-way interfaces with the Accounts Receivable system (see illustration below) 

 Integration with external debt collection agencies or legal services 

 Linkage with external data sources (e.g. support data sharing) or credit reference agencies. 

10.3.5 Reporting & Analytics 

 A full set of debt related reports to permit the managers to have access debt related metrics, e.g. 

aged analysis, collection performance by various criteria, disputes/queries 

 Effectiveness: analysis of chase path results, caseload allocation 

 Customer profiling and segmentation (e.g. by sector, size). 

10.3.6 Other features 

 Document management: ability to scan and store letters and other documents received  

 Single Customer View:  ability to consolidate multiple debts to form a single view of total 

indebtedness and possibly, other relationships with the organisation 

 Debtor Web Portal:  allow debtors to securely review their account and perhaps, make payments 

or setup a payment plan 

 Mobile & Remote Case Management: allow access using a tablet or smartphones (e.g. for field 

staff or staff working remotely from the office). 
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10.4 Technology Features 
Due to its sensitivity and importance, attention must be paid particularly to: 

 Data protection, governance and security 

 Reliable, sustainable and secure IT platforms and communications 

 Contingency and backup arrangements 

 Ease of integration with existing system and external sources (if applicable) 

Ongoing system support and development. 

10.5 Implementation of a Debt Management system 
Implementation needs to be approached in structured manner following a structured implementation 

methodology, a proven project management approach (e.g. Prince2, PMBPK) and with strong user 

involvement.   

Section 17 outlines the main steps in the process. 

Some of the important aspects of implementing a Debt Management system are: 

 Staff may not be aware of the features that such systems offer and how automated Debt 

Management processes might operate, so may not realise all of the benefits of such a system.  

This can be addressed by: system training, visiting other organisation using similar systems or 

engaging specialist advisers. 

 Interfacing a Debt Management module / systems and an existing Accounts Receivable system 

can be complex and needs to be clearly specified and tested.  In many cases, it may be better 

to start off with a less complex interface and then, enhance it in the light of experience. 

 There is no one ‘right answer’ or solution.  Collections strategies need to be adjusted and 

tested on an ongoing basis. The better systems allow this flexibility; however, care is needed 

in making changes considering especially the impact on any in-progress Debt Management 

cases 
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10.6 System Knowledge 
As with any system, it is important that your organisation has a good working knowledge of all of the 

features of your Debt Management system.  Formal training needs to be undertaken and updated as 

new release or versions of the system emerge.  Ideally, all senior staff in the Debt Management 

function are aware of the range of facilities on offer and can implement new features or fine-tune the 

system directly rather than having to rely on ICT or product specialists.   
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11 Debt Function Organisation 

How the collections department is organised can have a significant bearing on the success of the 

collections function.   

11.1 Key Principles 
Collections is a specialist activity requiring certain specific sets of skills.  In many cases, experienced 

staff are few in number. The following principles will help make optimal use of the skills available: 

 Consolidation: It is generally best to centralise the collections activity to create a specialist 

function with deeper skills and specialist teams 

 Specialist Units:  some certain functions require more experienced staff (e.g. complex cases, 

negotiating forbearance arrangements, enforcement/legal) while others can be conducted by 

less experienced staff. 

 Focused Collection Team:  Non-collections activities should be separated out and handled by 

administrative staff (e.g. dealing with queries or smaller disputes, issuing statements, 

updating client details). 

11.2 Organisation Structure 
The best structure for the organisation will depend on the size and complexity of its collections. 

The following is an example of the structure in a larger collections team: 

 

Specialist teams can be considered for some or all of the following roles: 

 Accounts with no arrears (e.g. queries and disputes) 

 Large accounts in early stage arrears 

 Other (smaller) accounts over a certain age (e.g. 40 day’s overdue) 

 Accounts in the enforcement or legal stage 

 Accounts in some type of commercial or personnel insolvency process 

 Dealing with negotiating and monitoring forbearance arrangements (i.e. payment plans) 

 If credit terms are offered, there may be a special unit to deal with credit vetting and setting 

terms of business. 

In smaller units, some of these roles may be combined. 

Separately, administrative activities within the department (e.g. dealing with queries or smaller 

disputes, issuing statements, updating client details) can be dealt with by administrative staff so that 

the more experienced collections staff can focus on their task without distraction.   
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11.3 Management Arrangements 
In general, the ‘chain of command’ within a collection function will be: 

 Head of Finance / Chief Financial Officer 

 Credit Manager 

 Departmental Managers 

 Team Leaders 

 Collectors 

 Administrative Staff. 

This may vary depending on the scale of the operation.  What is important is that the chain of 

command is documented and known by all collections personnel.  Roles and responsibilities should be 

clearly set out as part of the procedures manual. 

11.4 Performance Culture 
A ‘performance culture’ means that there is a strong emphasis on maximising collections and 

operating efficiently.  It is one of the Key Success Factors identified in the Debt Management Review. 

Creating this type of culture is the responsibility of managers and supervisors and should be form of 

training programmes at all levels and of regular meetings of teams and all collections staff.  Good 

reporting systems are another key contributor, providing the management information necessary to 

monitor results and identify areas for improvement.  An active continuous improvement programme 

(see Section 18) is another means of inculcating a ‘performance culture’. 
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12  Reporting & Analysis 

The design, production and analysis of reports is an important part of monitoring the performance of 

the collections function.  It also allows you to identify areas of weakness that need improvement.   

There are two levels of reporting that are relevant here: 

 Operational Reports – These are the day-to-day reports used by managers and collectors for 

the running of the department. 

 Management Reports – These are the general overview reports that are produced on a 

regular basis for general reporting on the status and progress of the department.  They usually 

carry a lot less detail. 

12.1 Operational Reports 
There are many different types of reports in this area: 

 Performance reports – These reports highlight key metrics and important figures relating to 

departmental or individual activity / throughput targets.  They should be run regularly and 

where possible they should form part of a computer based dashboard which would provide 

live figures. 

 Information reports – An example of this type of report is an aged debt analysis.  They are 

important for extracting information and should be run as needed.  An example would be 

running a report for all account within a specific area or with a balance in arrears.  They are 

used regularly for targeted collections efforts. 

 Monitoring reports – These are special reports which are designed to monitor a specific area 

of interest.  Where an area of the credit functions performance need to be improved then 

reports should be designed and run regularly to show if any changes are working. 

When deciding on the report that will be used, you first need to decide what you need to measure 

and why, so that each has a clear purpose and audience.  Training in their use is important so they 

result in an effective response where necessary. 

12.2 Management Reports 
Periodic reports should provide a breakdown of collection performance with comparisons between 

with the previous period and year-to-date and targets (if used).  A template for a high-level report is 

provided in Appendix C.  It provides a full analysis by 

 Amounts billed including any credits or rebates 

 Amounts of arrears brought forward - broken down by age categories (e.g. up to 6 months, 6-

12 months, etc) 

 Bad debt analysis (i.e. provisions, write-offs and recoveries) 

 Accounts not collectible at this time (e.g. insolvent, in dispute) 

 Net collectible amount (i.e. the net of the above), showing the amounts in the enforcement 

process or on some agreed forbearance/payment plan 

 Amount collected – ideally, split between amounts due this period and previous period 

 Amounts remaining the collection process, also broken down by age category. 
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Movements in each should be explained; the final category best indicates the performance of the 

collection function.  In all cases, supplementary reports should be available to ‘drill-down’ into the 

detail within each category. 

Reports by industry sector and customer segments can also be useful in identifying cohorts of debtors 

that may require specific attention. 

12.3 Reporting Responsibilities & Skills 
If a debt management or debtors’ system is in operation, many reports may be produced 

automatically.  Responsibility needs to be assigned for controlling and producing reports; and 

importantly, who reviews and actions these reports.   

Generally, this will be a manager but it is beneficial to have one or more staff with analytical skills, as 

automated reports may not provide all of the data needed, especially in trying to analyse and 

understand trends or certain categories of account. 
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13 Education & Training 

There are two separate parts of the development of skilled collections staff:  

 Education: The development of the collectors by acquiring the knowledge and skills required 

in the profession.   

 Training: A specific instruction on how the collector is expected to do the job in your 

organisation.   

13.1 Departmental & Staff Plans 
It is important that education and training are addressed in any staff development plans.  A training 

and development plan should be prepared annually at a departmental and individual level where a 

need is identified. 

13.1.1 Annual Plan 

The training and development plan should include: 

 External courses – These will cover the Education part of the process and should be courses 

which are certified by a recognised industry or state body.  They will provide the collector with 

a professional qualification and the skills to bring added value to their role.  Each collector 

should complete at least one course per year. 

 Business Rules – This is training on how the specific job in the department needs to be done.  

The procedures document will be important in this process.  This should be scheduled at least 

every 6 months. 

 Internal Forums – These are meetings of the collectors to review cases and discuss how new 

issues are best handled.  This allows the collectors to learn from each other.  These should be 

done ever quarter at a minimum 

 External event attendance – Involves attending external events and talks on collections-

related topics.  Several agencies and professional bodies (e.g. ISI14, MABS15, IICM16, APIP17) run 

seminars and briefings that help with keeping up-to-date.  These help to keep the collector 

abreast of industry developments.  The learnings from these should be shared with the rest 

of the collectors at the following internal forum.  Collectors should attend these events based 

on their relevancy and should look to attend at least one a year. 

In addition, there should be a plan for each individual collector which should address identified 

weaknesses in their skill or knowledge levels and any additional specialist skills required for new or 

specialist task areas. 

13.1.2  Annual Review 

Every year, a review of skills needs should be carried out on both a departmental and individual basis.  

This will evaluate how the previous year’s training and development plan operated and identify skills 

gaps that should be addressed in the next plan.  (Note: This process may form part of the process of 

preparing performance development plans.) 

                                                           

14 Insolvency Service of Ireland (www.isi.gov.ie) 
15 The Money Advice and Budgeting Service (www.mabs.ie) 
16 Irish Institute of Credit Management (www.IICM.ie) 
17 The Association of Personal Insolvency Practitioners (www.apip.ie) 
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A table as shown below may be a useful tool for identifying training needs within the collections 

department.  It lists certain issues that can arise, their cause and the sort of training which would best 

help to deal with the issue.  

This table should be retained to be reviewed at the end of the year to make sure all the issues were 

addressed and for comparison each year to identify any recurring issues.  

Issue / Problem Why it Arises Training Need 

Staff unsure of their role or 
how to deal with specific 
issues 

Policies and procedures not 
adequately explained to all staff 

Policy and procedures 
refresher training 

Debtor becomes offended or 
confused by communications 
that they receive 

Collectors emails, letters, etc not 
clear and concise 

Communication skills 

Debtor who can pay is not 
paying or is paying too little 
over too long a period 

Collectors not having the skillset 
to handle difficult client 
negotiations 

Negotiation skills 

Collection calls are not being 
made or not being effective 

Staff uncomfortable about 
making calls (as it is not an 
activity that comes naturally to 
most people in public service) 

Collection telephone 
techniques and skills 

Incorrect prioritisation of 
debtor accounts being 
actioned 

Lack of good analytics and/or 
collections management skills 

Credit management training 
and information analysis 

Under-utilised technology Lack of understanding of the 
systems capabilities 

Credit management training 
and mentoring.   
Systems training 

Policies & procedures not 
delivering satisfactory results 

Policies and procedures not 
constructed correctly 

Credit management training 
and mentoring.   

 

13.2 Levels of Training Required 
When deciding what is needed for an individual their position 

in the organisation needs to be remembered.  There are three 

levels of training required – as illustrated in the triangle 

opposite.  At the base of the triangle, the collectors require 

direct education and training but as you go up the triangle the 

requirement for a mix of training and mentoring increases.  

As shown there are three distinct levels: 

 Collectors – These are the individuals doing the active contacting of clients to collect on 

outstanding balances.  There are a number of different roles at this level but all of them are 

operational.  This level is suited to standardised training courses with some tailoring for the 

individual requirement of the organisation. 

Executive

Team Leaders

Collectors
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 Team Leaders – These individuals will be managing the day to day operation of the credit 

function while still getting involved with specific cases where their help is needed.  This level 

can still benefit from standard courses but would also require some level of mentoring as each 

role is different and will require a different approach. 

 Executive – These are the individuals who are setting the direction they want the organisation 

to go and are responsible for the end results rather than the day to day operation.  This level 

will require mentoring and it is unlikely that any standard training courses would provide any 

benefit. 

13.3 Types of Training 
As discussed previously there are three identified levels of training required.  Organisations will have 

different circumstances but in general the training selected should include a minimum of the 

following. 

13.3.1 Collectors 

Collection staff’s training should be focused on dealing directly with the clients in the collection of the 

monies outstanding and should focus on topics that will help them in this.  This will include: 

 Understanding your collections’ policies and procedures 

 Understanding collection paths 

 The systems and technology in use 

 Data management and maintenance (including data protection aspects) 

 Communications skills: letter/email writing; client meetings  

 Phone techniques and skills 

 Negotiation skills 

 Decision-making (in the interpreting policies and guidelines) 

 Issue handling 

 Key principles in dealing with special cases (e.g. vulnerable people, hardship cases)) 

 Dealing with abusive clients 

 Identifying and dealing with special cases (hardship cases, vulnerable debtors) 

 Time management and prioritisation. 

13.3.2 Team Leader 

A team leader or manager needs to have mastered the skills outlined for the Collectors.  They also 

need to take these topics to a more advanced level of detail and look at the reasoning and logic behind 

the suggested actions to allow them to adjust these factors to suit changes in their unit’s 

circumstances.  In addition, they should also look at: 

 Managing People 

 Client Management: including handling special and complex cases 

 Relevant Legislation & Regulations 

 Credit Risk Analysis 

 Report Writing and Analysis 

 Collection System Management 

 Managing 3rd Party relationships. 

A certain level of mentoring will also be required at this level as the skills employed will need to be 

varied depending on the circumstances in the organisation and the department.  This is not something 

that could be covered in a general course. 
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13.3.3 Executive Level 

It is advantageous for an individual at this level to have a deep understanding of the skills and areas 

of training provided to both the Collector and Team Leader levels.  At this level the individual will be 

more focused on the general strategy and resourcing rather than the implementation of daily actions. 

Training at this level will need to be tailored and will most likely be delivered through mentoring.  

There should be an analysis of the responsibilities of the role and a review of the skills level already 

achieved.  After this the training and mentoring can focus on the skills gaps and the areas of greatest 

importance. 

13.4 Sources of Training 
Debt management training is provided by a small number of commercial firms, professional bodies 

and third-level institutions. The IPA also provides debt management training and coaching 

programmes at their premises or on site at the customer.  Professional courses are organised by the 

Irish Institute of Credit Management (IICM) 18which can provide staff with accredited qualifications 

and professional development courses. 

                                                           

18 See details on the IICM website at: www.iicm.ie 
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14 Payment Options 

When deciding what payment options to offer, it is important to make sure that you cover all the 

options that are widely-used by your clients.  It is also important that the clients are able to access 

these payment options at times that are suitable and convenient to them which may include being 

available outside normal office hours. 

14.1 Payment Methods 
The following are the main payments methods and their key features from a collection point of view: 

 Direct Debit - With Direct Debit the organisation is in control of the payment and the amount 

can be changed if the rates change as long as the client is notified in advance in writing.  Direct 

debits generally have a very high rate of collection on the first call and so reduce the 

administrative workload. 

 Electronic Funds Transfer - This option will be one of the most used as it has the benefit of 

not being limited to office hours.  Clients can schedule a payment through their own online 

banking service at any time. 

 Indirect Electronic Fund Transfer - This is a new method of payment where the client can 

make payment through an online portal but can input their bank account details rather than 

credit card number and payment will be processed directly from their account. 

 Standing Order - Similar to Direct Debit this option allows the client to spread the payments 

over an agreed number of payments.  The difference is that in this case the client controls the 

payment instruction to their bank and it is for a fixed amount.  If the rates amount changes 

the client has to be contacted and they need to inform their bank to alter the payment 

amount. 

 Cheque - While it is the position of the Government that cheques are no longer to be accepted 

the reality is that if a client sends a cheque in for payment it will be accepted.  This method of 

payment should be discouraged where possible as it has a high cost of processing and there 

is a greater possibility of errors occurring than with other payment options. 

 Cash - In certain industries and for clients in certain circumstances cash will remain a popular 

method of payment.  Where possible it should be discouraged as it has a high cost of 

processing and there is a greater possibility of errors occurring than with other payment 

options. 

 Credit/Debit Card - This method of payment is more suited to smaller balances which may 

occur in a payment plan.  The benefit of this method is that it is immediate and a majority of 

clients will already be used to making payment this way.  It also allows for the use of an online 

payment portal where the client can log in and make payment at any time of the day. 

 Payment Portal - Clients are becoming more used to being able to conduct transaction on a 

24-hour / 7-daybasis.  Organisations should recognise this and provide a payment portal for 

clients.  This portal does not have to be limited to single debt type but could accept any 

payment due to the organisation.   A basic portal should have the option of paying by 

Credit/Debit Card and Indirect Electronic Fund Transfer.  Both options should be offered as 

clients are unlikely to make large rate payments by credit card.   

Every bill or request for payment sent out should have a unique code on it and payment should 

only be processed by the portal where this code is included.  This will allow quick allocation of 

the payment and will avoid having unallocated payments to account for. 
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The portal should be easy-to-use with no login required and there should be as few steps as 

possible between opening the website and making the payment.  Experience shows that for 

every step the client has to take, they become increasing likely to abort the payment process. 

 Debt Offset or ‘Netting’– In some instances, public bodies may have the right to offset (or ‘set 

off’) debts amounts due against current or future payments due to the debtor (e.g. local 

authorities can do so under the Local Government (Financial Provisions) Act (No.2) 198319). 

14.2 Preferred Payment Methods 
While all of the above are valid methods of accepting payment, some will be preferred to others by 

both the organisation and by clients in certain sectors.  

In a client-facing environment where there is a cash desk and an expectation of immediate payment 

then cash and credit/debit cards would be the preferred method followed by cheque.  The other 

methods available would not normally be feasible in these circumstances. 

Where the client is paying a balance on a regular basis then the preferred method would be direct 

debit.  This puts the control in the organisation’s hands as they process the payment and once set up 

it does not require any further action from the client.   

If the amounts are being collected by direct debit and vary each time, it should be noted that the client 

must be given 10 working days’ notice in advance.  This can form part of the bill/invoice or payment 

request and does not have to be a separate document. 

Standing order would be the next option but if there is a change in the value to be paid the client 

needs to alter this facility.  Some of the other methods should also be available but as all of them 

require client action they are less effective.  It may be worth offering an incentive for clients to sign 

up to direct debit. 

For example, a council in London offered entry into a draw for £20,000 to every new client that signed 

up to direct debits.  They had a large response and the amount saved in collection costs on these 

accounts far exceeded the cost of the prize. 

14.3 Payment Plans 
There are two types of payment plans: 

 Clearing the current balances - This should be a payment option available to all clients but 

should be offered to those who have a difficulty in paying the full amount due.   

 Clearing arrears - These plans should be offered when the client has satisfied the collector 

that they are unable to pay the arrears in a single payment.  The plan should be agreed over 

as short a term as possible and with an initial larger payment if available.  The plan should also 

aim to clear the debt before the next demand is due to be raised. 

Where a client has arrears the very minimum initial payment plan should make sure any current 

balances are being cleared within terms plus a percentage of the arrears.  

Collectors should be provided with parameters within which they can negotiate payment plans.  If a 

client is unable to pay within the parameters provided then the account should be referred to a 

manager for review. 

                                                           

19 See:  www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1983/act/21/section/7/enacted/en/html#sec7 
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Varied Payment Option 

It would be worthwhile running a trial offering varied payment plan options based on the individual 

requirements of specific industries.  This could include payment breaks at quiet times when cash flow 

will be an issue.   

This option requires direct negotiation between a collector and the client to reach a suitable payment 

plan.  There should be a standard form with the terms and conditions clearly shown.  This form should 

be filled out by the collector and signed by the client.  The agreement should be reviewed by a 

manager to make sure there is no reason for not accepting it. 

This is a more complex means of accepting payment as the amounts are not regular or evenly timed.  

It would require a good debt management system to manage such payments.  This would not be 

feasible without such a system. 

This option should be available to all clients with no arrears but the facility should be rescinded if they 

miss an agreed payment and the full balance will fall due. 

Where this is offered to clients with arrears, the minimum payment must be enough to clear the 

current amount due plus a percentage of the arrears.  The percentage of arrears should be enough to 

bring the account up to date within a reasonable period.  As with clients with no arrears if the client 

misses an agreed payment the varied payment option should be rescinded and the full balance will 

fall due.  
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15 Dealing with Older / Historic Debt 

Non-performing accounts on which there are one or more years’ arrears – and not in legal or 

enforcement processes - need to be handled in a different way to performing accounts or those with 

less old arrears.  Ideally, they are handled by a specific individual or team but even where this is not 

possible, the collector must allocate time to these accounts and manage them in an agreed fashion. 

Some public sector debt must be pursued to the full extent of law due to legislative or public interest 

reasons but for other debts the cost-benefit case must be considered.  It is not economic to continue 

to try and collect on an account where the probability of collection is low and the cost of further action 

is high.   Any action beyond your established collection paths needs to be assessed and where that 

cost is greater than the probable realisable return, a decision needs to be made if the collection should 

continue.  This can also apply to the nature of enforcements measures taken (e.g. cost of pursuing a 

court case is high and/or chances of success are very uncertain). 

This decision can be aided by analysing previous results for each collection or enforcement action for 

similar types of debt.  For example, if taking a specific action has a 50% success rate and the return is 

greater than the cost of the action against 100% of the accounts then it would be worth proceeding. 

15.1 Importance of Records & Diligence 
In dealing with old debt, it is essential to have good records of the original transaction(s) and all activity 

undertaken to seek payment.  If records are poor, your claim for payment will be more difficult to 

assert if the debtor initiates a discovery process of the case is brought to court or it is challenged with 

The Ombudsman or other similar bodies.  Section 3.4 provides guidance on the types of records that 

should be retained.  

It is equally important that there is regular and demonstrable activity in relation to old debts.  Such 

debtors – assuming that the amount is still deemed recoverable - should be sent a reminder at least 

annually to inform them that their debt remains outstanding, setting out the actions that are proposed 

for recovery and setting out the options open to your organisation into the future for recovery of the 

debt should they fail to engage with you promptly in the recovery process.  Where debts have laid 

dormant and no evident attempts made to pursue the debtor or trace the debtor (if not contactable), 

then challenges may be faced. 

As with other collection activities, debtors need to be informed of their rights and obligations including 

rights of appeal or complaint.  Debtors should be of their obligation to pay old debts if their financial 

circumstances change or they have ‘windfall gains’ (e.g. inheritance, lottery win). 

15.2 Collection Process 
The most important factor is that there needs to be an agreed process for handling these accounts 

and this needs to be documented.  These accounts should still go through the standard collection path 

but the letters they receive at each stage should differ to take account of their status. 

The letters going to the accounts must refer to the overall balance which is outstanding and it may be 

advantageous to also include the breakdown of the balance if it includes more than one invoice.  They 

must further press the client to make contact so that a solution may be agreed to clear the balance.  

In addition to the automated standard letters that are being issued, there should be a plan discussed 

and agreed between the collector and the manager for each account. 
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On a monthly basis, these accounts should be reviewed for progress.  This review will be between the 

collector and their manager and the outcome of the review may be a change in approach or to 

continue with the original plan. 

The minimum target should be to get these accounts paying something even if it is not enough to clear 

the account.  This initial payment is an act of good faith on the debtor’s side and should be 

accompanied by an agreement to discuss the debt again at a specific future date with a view to 

increasing the payments to a realistic level.   

Where necessary, legal action should be taken but the collector should remain in contact with the 

client where possible, so that they are always supplying them with a means for avoiding further legal 

action and costs by agreeing a payment plan.   

15.3 Planning the Approach to be Used 
The process must include an initial review of the account to decide whether it is collectable or should 

be written off.  In addition to considering the specific circumstances of each case, it is important that 

the case files are reviewed to ensure that there are good records to support a with a clear audit trail 

of documents and collection activity. 

This review might also identify accounts which are going through some level of commercial or personal 

insolvency process which would necessitate the halting of any collection activities and may require 

communication with a third party now involved with the debtor such as a liquidator.   With these 

debts, it is likely that the debtor will be under some stress and this needs to be taken into 

consideration.  Each organisation should have processes for handling vulnerable debtors and hardship 

cases and these need special consideration with older debts. 

Statute of limitation for debts allows a six-year time period from when the debt was originated for an 

action to be taken.  If the time passes with no action being taken then the debt is no longer collectable.  

This must be a consideration when dealing with older debts and it should influence the decisions being 

taken on the collection action to be taken.  In reality accounts should never be effected by the statute 

of limitations as action should be taken on all within the year of the debt. 

15.4 Spreading the Workload 
Where there are large numbers of cases to be dealt with, it is best to spread the workload over a 

period of time rather than creating peak workloads.  So, rather than sending out letters to all such 

debtors once a year or quarter, spread them out throughout the period.  While some payments made 

be made directly on foot on your letter, many will result in queries, complaints and other feedback 

that must be dealt with.  If not dealt with promptly, the credibility of the collection process may be 

undermined. 
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16 Use of 3rd Party Collection Services 

At some stage in the collection process the assistance of a 3rd party may be required.  There are two 

main types of third parties:   

 Debt collection agencies, dealing with pre-legal stage (i.e. issue letters/reminders, make 

phone calls, may make in-person visits, collect money) 

 Firms of solicitors with specialist debt collection units (i.e. issue formal/legal notices, initiate 

and conduct legal proceedings. 

Some firms may offer both services. 

In all cases where 3rd party services are being procured, relevant public procurement policies and 

practices should be followed.  Your procurement officer or the Office of Government Procurement 

(OGP) 20can provide guidance in this regard. 

When selecting a partner to work with, it is best to decide on the exact service you require and your 

expectations of how it will be supplied by an external party.  In effect this involves the creation of a 

Service Level Agreement (SLA).  Having constructed the SLA yourself will help in the selection process 

as all firms tendering for the work need to match your requirements. 

When tendering for a 3rd party collection partner, it is important to recognise that each firm will have 

different strengths and competencies.  The tender process must take this into consideration so that a 

partner will the right skills for your requirements is selected. 

Once a 3rd party is selected it is important to organise monthly reporting meetings where any issues 

can be addressed and the progress of accounts can be monitored. 

Bear in mind also that employing an external provider does not relieve your organisation of any data 

protection or record-keeping obligations.  Rather it is important that you ensure that the external 

provider is fully compliant in regard to data protection, fair and reasonable behaviours and record 

keeping – as set out in Sections 3.4, 3.5, 6,4 and 15.  Your organisation should also have access to the 

3rd party’s records on their activities in case that they are needed at a later stage. 

16.1 Debt Collection Agencies (DCA) 
This is a company whose sole service is the collection of outstanding debts for their clients.  These 

firms will vary in the areas of debt in which they specialise.  Some firms can handle the entire collection 

process while others will focus on dealing with older debts.   

The majority of debts that would be referred are likely to be old debts.  The debts should only be left 

with the debt collector for an agreed time possibly about 90 days.  If they are unable to collect in that 

time, then it is unlikely they will be any more successful by holding the account any longer. 

The DCA should provide a monthly update on every account.  These updates should be saved to the 

client account on the Debt Management System. 

                                                           

20 See OGP’s website at: www procurement.ie. or contact 076 100 8000 or support@ogp.gov.ie 
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Many DCA firms can now provide internet portals for referring debt and accessing live reports on the 

collections progress.  It would be worth looking for this level of service from a firm as it reduces the 

time required in managing the DCA relationship. 

16.2 Legal 
Accounts are referred to solicitors when they have reached a point where legal action is required.  This 

will usually entail going to court to get a judgement against the debtor and then enforcing that 

judgement.   

While all firms of solicitors can handle debt cases, it is preferable to work with a firm who has a 

specialist department that only works on debt collection.  Firms like this will have a greater expertise 

and will provide you with better more cost-effective outcomes. 

Similar to the DCA firms, there are now many firms of solicitors that have internet portals for both 

referring debts and accessing live reports on their progress.  It would be worth looking for this level of 

service from a firm as it reduces the time required in managing the legal cases. 

In the Irish market, there is a significant crossover of capabilities offered by some firms.  Some 

solicitors will be able to offer DCA services while a number of DCAs will have legal partners who they 

can refer the file to if necessary and you agree. 

16.3 Guidance on Account Referral 
In all cases your procedures and any attached SLA should document when and under what 

circumstances a case would be referred to a third party.   

Referrals to DCAs (if being used) should happen at an agreed fixed time in the collection path.  This 

would usually be after all internal collection efforts have been exhausted or where it is the judgement 

of the collector and their manager that it is warranted.   

Accounts should be referred for legal enforcement when all other options have been exhausted.  

Again, this may occur at a set point in the collection path or when in the judgement of the collector 

and their manager that it is warranted.   

A monthly update on every account should be received and recorded on the client account on the 

Debt Management System.  The legal process can take time so these regular updates are necessary to 

make sure progress is being made.  

It is also important that judgement enforcement options have been considered and agreed on so that 

there is a consequence for the client and there is a consistent approach from the organisation.  Cases 

will vary based on their merits and some will need specific focus but the majority should be able to fit 

within agreed parameters for action and enforcement. 

16.4 Management of 3rd Party Collections 
Selecting a partner and deciding to allocate cases to them does not solve a collection issue if the 

relationship is not actively managed.  An individual within the organisation should be given 

responsibility for managing this.  They should be the conduit for communication between the partner 

and the organisation to avoid lots of unrecorded conversations and information requests between the 

partner and collections staff. 
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There should be regular monthly reports and progress reviews done with each partner by your Partner 

Manager, making sure that any actions or decisions that need to be taken by your organisation are 

completed promptly.  Allowing for complex exceptions no action of decision should be allowed to take 

more than one month to complete.  Any action or decision which appears on a second report should 

be identified and escalated for action. 

The ongoing cost-effectiveness of each case being handled by a third-party needs to be reviewed 

regularly, especially for legal cases where costs can escalate quite quickly.  The costs involved in 

pursuing third-party action needs to be justified by the likely returns from such action; in some cases 

of course, it will be necessary to pursue uneconomic cases in order to avoid any public perception of 

tolerance of non-payment of debts due.  

16.5 Internal v External Legal Resources 
Some organisations have internal legal resources who can process the actions as required.  This can 

be a positive if there is enough volume to justify an adequately qualified individual.   

In most cases the use of an external firm will be more practical.  These firms specialise in this area of 

law so can move quickly on complex issues and have the resources to process large volumes of cases.  

Also, the legal departments in many organisations are already busy with other responsibilities so it 

may prove difficult to get adequate time allocated to this work. 

As discussed, the volume of work available will be a driving force in deciding if an internal resource 

can be justified.  It would be best if the level of work was enough to require at least one full time 

resource before considering this route.  This would allow the recruitment of a specialist and the 

volume of work would allow them to maintain their skill level.  

16.6 Office of Government Procurement (OGP) Framework 
The OGP will establish a framework for the procurement of debt collection services in early 2017.   

As with OGP frameworks of this nature, OGP will conduct a tender process to select a list of qualified 

firms.  Public bodies can then issue a “Supplementary Request for Tenders” (SRFT) or ‘mini tender’ to 

address their specific requirements. 

If consideration is being given to a change of service provider, then this development needs to be 

taken into consideration.  

The latest information can be found on the OGP website (www.procurement.ie). 
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17 Planning an Implementation Programme 

To get the most out of a debt management modernisation programme, it is essential to plan its 

implementation carefully involving all key stakeholders.  Good project management and procurement 

(if applicable) practices are also essential.  Implementation can range from weeks to years, depending 

on how sophisticated your needs are, the number of staff to be trained and the system(s) being 

implemented. 

Implementation programmes can be split into series of incremental phases where certain aspects are 

tackled in each phase with each phase perhaps dealing with a specific step in the credit/collection 

cycle.  For example, the following could be discrete projects: 

 Improving the client take-on:  where terms of business, payments terms and payment 

methods are addressed to bring greater certainty to your getting paid on time 

 Tailoring collection paths: implementing the guidelines out lined in Section 6.3 

 Strengthening the enforcement processes to make them more effective 

 Reducing the number of queries and disputes that are delaying payment or taking a lot of staff 

time. 

Alternatively, a full-scale improvement programme can be undertaken to transform the end-to-end 

credit/collection process.  This would typically involve acquisition and implementation of a debt 

management system and associated technology – which is one of debt management’s Key Success 

Factors.  In this case, the project can be undertaken in a series phases along the lines illustrated below: 

 

The steps involved and timescales will vary depending on how sophisticated the debt management 

needs are and the numbers of staff and debtors.  The steps described below represent some of the 

major tasks involved; these need to be tailored to each public bodies’ needs. 
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17.1 Planning 
The first phase involves assessing what improvements are needed and establishing a budget and a 

project to undertake the improvement programme.  The steps involved are: 

17.1.1 Review Current Collections Approach 

Review the end-to-end credit/collection cycle gathering information how the processes actually work 

on-the-ground, the problems and delays that arise, the nature complaints and disputes made and 

staff’s views.  Client views can also be sought.   

Specific areas to be examined closely are: 

 Billing: Are bills accurate? Are they issued quickly? What causes delays? Are the terms of 

business and documentation used clear? 

 Collections: What are the collection paths used?  What communication methods are sued (e.g. 

letters/emails; visits; text messages; calls)? 

 Enforcement: What are the measures available? How are they used? Are they effective? Are 

third-parties used and if so, are they effective? 

 Write-offs & recoveries: Credits & Rebates:  What are the reasons for write-offs? Why are 

credit/rebates being issued?  Are controls adequate? 

 Payment methods and instalment plans:  What methods are provided? When are they 

available? Can clients pay by instalment or some other form of spread payment plan? 

17.1.2 Understand Organisation & Systems 

Next review the operating environment in respect of: 

 Policies and Procedures:  Are there written documents? Are staff familiar with them? Do they 

reflect what is actually being done on-the-ground? If not, why not? 

 Organisation and roles: Are there clear roles and responsibilities? How it the credit / collection 

functions organised? Are any external providers used? 

 Training and Education: what training has been provided? What is needed (at all levels)? 

 Systems used: Is there a special-purpose debt management system? What functionality does 

it provide? Is it well supported by its supplier?  Are any other technologies used (e.g. diallers, 

SMS messaging, voice messaging)? 

 Data quality: Is contact data accurate (Check some sample data)?  What measures are taken 

to keep it up-to-date?   

 Reporting and analyses:  What reports are produced to report on collection performance? To 

report on operational workloads? 

17.1.3 Identify Improvement Opportunities 

With the above factual information, the next step is to assess the current processes and systems 

against leading practices.  Guidance is provided in earlier sections, so each aspect should be 

considered against the current practices.  This can be done in a number of ways by a business analyst 

or a working group.  Workshops with credit/collections staff to review the findings from the first two 

steps can provide very useful insights and suggestions. Visits to similar organisations is also a very 

useful way to gather ideas for improvement. 

The output of this exercise should be a “Gap Analysis” identifying areas for improvement. These need 

to be evaluated in terms of efficiency and effectiveness to help agree the areas for action and their 

relative priority. 
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17.1.4 Prepare Project Plan & Budget 

The proposed programme then needs to get management and/or Board approval in the form of a 

business case.  This entails: 

 Agreeing the main policy changes (if any) 

 Developing a project plan 

 Developing a budget and staffing plan 

 Getting approval for plan and budget. 

17.2 Preparation 
Having got approval for the project, the design and implementation of the new credit/collection 

approach can proceed.  

17.2.1 Develop New Collections Approach 

The starting point should be to establish clear debt management policies and procedures – see Section 

2.  It is advisable to learn from the experience of similar organisations or those in your sector in running 

such programmes.  This will help avoid pitfalls and learn more about modern debt management 

methods.  

Key areas that need to be considered are: 

 Chase paths (i.e. the sequence of letters, messages, calls, etc for different types of debtor and 

stage in the collection cycle) 

 Payment methods that can be offered including support for any payment plans  

 Interfaces with internal and external systems 

 Updates to any other systems to provide any necessary interfaces. 

 Reporting needs both for management reporting purposes and for managing the debt 

management operation itself. 

 Organisation of the function and roles/responsibilities. 

 Communications: how changes are to be communicated to staff, clients and other 

stakeholders, addressing any issues or likely barriers. 

17.2.2 Prepare Systems & Technology 

The system strategy needs to be decided considering options such as: 

 Add-on module to an existing Accounts Receivable software package 

 A third-party module that is interfaced/integrated with your debtors’ system 

 Custom development on top of an existing system 

 Use of external service providers. 

In addition, other systems and services may need to be put in place such as: 

 Call centre, voice messaging or SMS/text technology 

 Credit/debit card authorisation and processing 

 Postpay or similar payment services 

 Printing services, especially if volumes are high. 

Some of these may involve a procurement process.   

The starting point is to design an outline of how the new processes will work, what role the system 

will play and the organisation of the future debt management function.  The steps involved are: 
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 Specify system requirements & interfaces 

 Procure or develop a debt management system 

 Install the system(s) as required 

 Provide initial training on the system functionality 

 Conduct design workshops 

 Configure/develop the systems including any inter-system or external interfaces 

 Order and install any equipment needed 

Once the system has been developed or configured, thorough testing should take place. Ideally, this 

should be undertaken by the staff who will use the system, so they can also be trained as part of this 

process. 

17.2.3 Gather & Clean-up Data 

Additional data may need to be gathered and input (e.g. phone numbers, contact names, email 

addresses).   

The accuracy of new and existing data needs to be fully validated and processes put in place to keep 

it up-to-date.  Contact details are critically important.  A ‘single customer view’ is also a very valuable 

tool whereby all dealings with a single entity or person can be correlated to a full picture of their 

indebtedness and compliance. 

The two main activities required are: 

 Gather any new data required and verify it 

 Plan and carry-out data clean-up. 

Data cleansing can be conducted using special-purpose systems or with specialist external firms. 

17.2.4 Provide training 

Training on the new process and system needs to be provided.  The training should be along the lines 

described in Section 13.  It should cover all aspects of the new policies and procedures, not just 

systems training and should address the requirements at operational, supervisory and executive 

levels. 

Other training will also be required in how to operate the new processes.  Some staff may be taking 

on new duties or dealing directly with debtors for the first time and so, may benefit from some special 

training, as outlined in Section 13. 

The main activities are: 

 Assess training needs for each staff member and group 

 Design & prepare (3-level) training programme.  Schedule training 

 Conduct training 

 Gather feedback. 

17.2.5 Plan Implementation 

While the other steps are underway, work should proceed in parallel on planning the cutover to the 

new processes and system.   

At this time too, the actual cutover arrangements need to be agreed.  They could be on the basis of: 
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 Pilot project: whereby a subset of debtors is run through to further trial the new system and 

processes with a gradual switchover over time.  An option might be to just pass through new 

arrears cases and later, to take over the older arrears cases. 

 Parallel run: whereby the old and new systems and procedures are run alongside one another 

and cross-checked. This can be very onerous and difficult to manage for any protracted period. 

 ‘Big bang’ cutover: whereby the new system goes live from a given date. In some ways, this is 

more straight-forward but does require extensive testing in advance to avoid the risk of faults, 

bugs or process failure. 

There are two main activities: 

 Design and agree transition approach:  a major consideration is whether the cutover is on the 

basis of a pilot implementation, a parallel run or a ‘big bang’ cutover – see above. 

 Prepare cutover plan and agree same: having decided the cutover strategy, a detailed plan 

should be prepared and communicated to all stakeholders.  A contingency plan should also be 

prepared to cover risks associated with the cutover – so that continuity of operations is 

preserved. 

17.3 Implementation  
As the system is being tested, work can proceed on preparing for cutover to ‘live’ operation.  In 

addition to training staff, some or all of the following tasks may need to be undertaken: 

 Data capture:  additional data may need to be gathered and input (e.g. phone numbers, 

contact names, email addresses).  The accuracy of such data needs to be fully validated and 

processes put in place to keep it up-to-date. 

 Reorganisation: roles and responsibilities and office layout arrangements may be changed; 

these need to be planned and go through the appropriate approval processes. 

 Communications: a programme to inform all stakeholders internally and externally may be 

required.  Debtors will need to be informed of any new arrangements and staff who may be 

affected indirectly need to be advised of any changes in practices. 

 External services: testing services, establishing operational procedures including 

reconciliation and controls; and ongoing service delivery management 

 Operational schedules: agreeing with the ICT function the arrangements for covering the 

planned service period or out-of-hours (if applicable) and contingency arrangements 

 Support arrangements: with external service and equipment suppliers. 

 

It is recommended that a Continual Improvement programme is implemented – see the next section.  

This should be instituted immediately when the new debt management approach is operational. 
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18 Continuous Improvement 

Continuous Improvement is an essential component of a debt management strategy.  Changes will be 

required for many reasons be they internal (e.g. staff changes, new types of debt) or external factors 

(e.g. economic, regulations/legislation).  Equally, it is important to keep the collection process in line 

with current best practice and using the features of a debt management system. 

There are many establish approaches to Continuous 

Improvement such as that illustrated opposite.  The 

concept is that there are ongoing, incremental 

improvements – most often, with the ideas and 

initiatives coming from the management and staff 

operating the process.  It is particularly applicable for 

debt management.  

The main components are: 

 Analyse: analysing how the current processes and organisation are working.  Good reporting 

facilities are necessary to provide information on workflows, collection path effectiveness, 

customer profiling. 

 Design & Plan: based on the analysis conducted, designing new approaches and planning their 

implementation.  

 Implement:  putting the new measures ‘live’.  New measures may be trialled before being rolled 

out across all accounts or staff.  It is important changes are communicated all stakeholders insofar 

as it affects them. 

 Monitor & Report: ensuring that reports and data are available – see Section 12. (Reporting & 

Analysis). 

The use of reports and metrics is vital in this process to identify what needs improving and to track if 

changes made are working as intended.  The metrics need not be complicated and can be as simple 

as the percentage of the debt outstanding within certain aging brackets. 

One popular metric is Collection Effectiveness Index (CEI).  It is calculated as follows for a time period: 

Opening Debtors + New Debt created– Closing Debtors 
X 100 % 

Opening Debtors + New Debt created– Current Debtors 

This metric compares how much was owed to the organisation and how much of that money was 

collected in the given period. The resulting percentage provides a measure of how strong the current 

collections processes are and whether changes need to be made.  The closer the result is to 100% the 

stronger the collections process.  If the figure is low or dropping then change is required.  

Other information that assist in identifying areas for improvement are: 

 Tracking which was the collection activity immediately preceding receipt of a payment (i.e. 

this may help adjust your collection paths, the wording of letter or your client channel) 

 Trends in the numbers of each type of collection letter sent  

 Trends in phone calls and emails 

 Trends in payment methods used 

 Trends in the numbers of queries, complaints and disputes (by reason/ cause). 
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Whatever metrics are selected, it is important that they are calculated consistently and tracked for 

changes over time.   

Management should ensure that the reporting and organisation structures are in place to facilitate 

continuous improvement.  Typically, the topic should form part of regular (e.g. monthly/quarterly) 

operational reviews with management and supervisors and a more in-depth review undertaken say 

annually which should incorporate input from collection staff, the system supplier and possibly, clients 

and other departments. 

In relation to debt collection, improvements can come in many areas including: 

 Collection paths 

 Text of letters and emails 

 Payment channels 

 Self-service for clients 

 Training 

 Approach used in certain sectors or regions. 

The above is a sample of the many areas that an organisation can look to improve.  In all cases a 

documented workflow should be created that shows all decision points and client interaction points 

in the collections process from the on-boarding through to final payment or write-off.  Every one of 

these points on the workflow is a potential area for improvement. 

Appropriate metrics can be employed at all of these points to monitor their performance and to track 

the success or failure of any changes.  It may be more manageable to select a few areas at a time to 

focus on as trying to change too much at once can result in a negative effect. 
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Appendix A: Collection Path – Example 
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Appendix B. Dealing with Vulnerable Debtors 

B.1 Purpose 
These principles are intended to support Public Service Bodies in both identifying and dealing with 

vulnerable debtors and formed part of the Terms of Reference for the Debt Management 

Implementation Project. 

There is no singular definition of the term ‘vulnerable debtor’ contained within Irish legislation.   

In general, a vulnerable person is a client or potential client whose ability or circumstances require 

that extra precautions are needed in interactions with them.  It should always be kept in mind that 

any client could be a vulnerable person and not necessarily be presenting with obvious signs. 

Vulnerable debtors can encompass many different groups within society and include: 

 Persons with intellectual disabilities or mental health difficulties 

 Persons who are hearing impaired 

 Persons who are visually impaired 

 Persons who are elderly 

 Persons who have difficulty in reading and writing  

 Persons who have a terminal illness 

 Persons who are willing to pay but do not currently have the financial capacity to pay. 

The cause of the vulnerability may be temporary or may be permanent in nature and the degree of 

vulnerability will vary.  This list is not intended to be exhaustive or definitive, the appropriate use of 

discretion is essential and Public Service Bodies should assess each situation on a case-by-case basis. 

Organisations should offer appropriate training and support to staff dealing with vulnerable clients by 

arranging appropriate training, attending meetings between the staff member and the vulnerable 

client and meeting with the staff member to discuss the meeting with the vulnerable client.  Certain 

staff can be trained or other support services brought in to deal with the more difficult or complex 

cases. 

B.2 Principles for Dealing with Vulnerable Debtors 
Public Service Bodies recognise that some members of the public may be considered to be more 

vulnerable and may therefore require additional support in dealing with their financial affairs.  

Vulnerability does not mean that a person will not be required to pay amounts that they are legally 

obliged to pay.   

It is a core objective of all Public Service Bodies to support and facilitate all customers to comply with 

their payment obligations on a timely basis every time.  Public Service Bodies expect that their 

customers should organise their financial affairs to ensure that such debts are paid as they fall due.   

Where customers realise they are not going to be able to pay on time, or if they require additional 

assistance with their payments, they should be encouraged to get in touch with the relevant Public 

Service Body as soon as possible. 
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Where a Public Service Body has identified that a customer is a vulnerable customer, the Body should 

ensure that the vulnerable customer is provided with such reasonable arrangements and/or 

assistance that may be necessary to facilitate them in their dealings with the Body.  These include the 

following principles public bodies should: 

 Ensure that information is presented in a range of formats to ensure that it is accessible to 

individuals with hearing difficulties, visual impairment and those with language or literacy 

difficulties and those who have an intellectual disability or impairment.   

 Publish customer contact points for complaints handling, payments handling and payment 

queries.   

 Ensure that their employees or agents are sensitive and make steps to cater for a person’s 

inexperience or vulnerability when communicating information on their services.   

 Ensure that customers have access to accurate, comprehensive and clear information on their 

schedule of charges and put in place a clear and transparent charging methodology.  This 

should include clear and concise information on payment methods, payment due dates, late 

payment fees and interest charges, arrears handling, enforcement measures and an 

explanation of the terms used. 

 Inform customers that are experiencing payment difficulties of the various services provided 

by independent State advocates, such as the Citizen Information Centres, Insolvency Service 

of Ireland (ISI) and the Money Advice and Budgeting Service (MABS). 

 Ensure that customers have access to accurate, comprehensive and clear information about 

their rights of appeal in relation to payments owing to a Public Service Body.   

 Where appropriate, provide accurate, comprehensive and clear information relating to 

alternative methods of debt repayment, such as staggered payment plans.   

B.3 Application of the Principles 
 These principles and guidelines are issued for guidance only.  They do not purport to be a legal 

interpretation nor does it affect the rights of debtors under their relevant statutory provisions.  

The principles are to be regarded as illustrative rather than exhaustive of the types of 

situations in which particular vulnerability may be found. 

 The Civil Debt (Procedures) Act, 2015 21and Fines (Payment and Recovery) Act, 2014 22already 

provide a number of important safeguards which ensure that debtors (including vulnerable 

persons) are given protections.   

 These principles are to be applied in conjunction with the existing legislative provisions and 

therein guide Public Service Bodies23, when dealing with vulnerable debtors and those 

experiencing genuine financial difficulties in paying their debts.   

                                                           

21 http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2015/act/28/enacted/en/html 
22 http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2014/act/7/enacted/en/html 
23 Section 7 of the Regulation of Lobbying Act 2015 sets out a definition of “public service body”.  A list of bodies 

which are considered “public service bodies” for the purposes of the Act is available at: 
https://www.lobbying.ie/help-resources/information-for-public-bodies/list-of-public-service-bodies/ 
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B.4 Identifying Vulnerable Debtors 
The ways that a vulnerable person can be identified may include: 

By telephone: 

 Tone of voice and/or language used – crying, distressed, angry, inconsistent comments, 

aggressive, upset, denial, etc. 

 Not listening or an inability to hear or to understand what is being said 

 Verbal confirmation that they are feeling distressed 

 Avoidance – ignoring telephone calls and messages. 

 Speaking about suicide 

 Threats of self-harm or harm to others. 

  

At a meeting: 

 Tone of voice and/or language used – crying, distressed, angry, inconsistent comments, 

aggressive, violent, upset, denial, etc 

 Body language, facial expressions, not maintaining eye contact, not focused, blank expression 

 Detached and distant 

 Depressed or low mood 

 Extreme sadness, or irritability 

 Hopelessness / feeling trapped 

 Negative comments about self / feeling shame 

 Nervous or agitated 

 Smell of alcohol 

 Obvious denial of facts and giving false information. 

 Speaking about suicide 

 Threats of self-harm or harm to others. 

 

In correspondence (Letters, emails, etc): 

 Highly emotional content 

 Obvious denial of facts and giving false information 

 Evidence of hardship cases or difficult financial or personal circumstances 

 Tone of letter and/or language used –, distressed, angry, aggressive, violent, etc 

 Expression of depressed / sad mood 

 Hopelessness / feeling trapped 

 Negative comments about self / feeling shame 

 Writing about suicide 

 Threats of harm to self or harm to others. 

B.5 Responding to Vulnerable Debtors 
It is important that all staff dealing with clients are sensitised to the indicators to identify vulnerable 

persons and to know how to deal with them in an initial encounter.  Difficult or complex cases may 

need to be referred to senior staff more experienced in dealing with such cases. 
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General Guidelines 

The following are some guidelines for dealing with vulnerable persons by phone or in a meeting: 

 Listen to the client 

 Do not rush them to finish a call or meeting 

 Speak clearly and try and assure the client that we are there to help them with the issue that 

is the subject of the call/meeting with words like “we want to help you deal with this, we want 

to work with you to find a solution” 

 Check that the client understands what is being said  

 Try and arrange, as far as possible, to meet as early as possible once payments are missed 

 Give the client the direct contact number and name for all future dealings with their file 

 Obtain telephone contact details from the client as early as possible in the conversation/at 

the meeting  

 Work to build a sense of trust with the client from the start as this will promote a two-way 

communication flow 

 Make it as easy as possible for the client to pay and explore all options 

 Gently challenge the client if he/she makes unrealistic promises of payment or ways to deal 

with the matter as it may create rather than resolve problems (i.e. borrowing from high 

interest lenders) 

 Explain to the client that we do not record any personal or confidential information on file.  It 

is sufficient to note that “the client was distressed” without recording any personal 

information given 

 Offer the option to deal with a third party (family member, friend, councillor, financial advisor 

or any other person of their choice) on their behalf (on their written instruction) or that a third 

party can also attend the meeting.  However, make sure and check with the client in advance 

that all matters can be discussed in the presence of a nominated third party 

 Offer to call again in a day or so to see how they are and if there is anything that needs to be 

clarified 

 Put any agreement made in writing and record a note of the discussion on file without 

breaching any confidentiality  

 Bring the case to the attention of your supervisor or manager if the call/meeting was 

distressing 

 If the client becomes violent, remove yourself from the meeting immediately and seek help. 

Staff should inform their manager or supervisor about all distressing calls or meetings (if staff member 

feels anxious about the call/meeting) upholding insofar as safe the limits of confidentiality.  

Dealing with a Distressed Client 

 Listen and do not rush them to finish the call or meeting 

 Check if there is someone with the client and if not, ask if they would like you to make contact 

with someone to be with them 

 If the contact is by telephone, offer to meet with the client in person to deal with the 

outstanding debt 

 Explore different options and assure them you are trying to help 

 If letters and telephone calls are being ignored, if possible, offer a meeting or a call out to the 

client. Discuss a plan with a colleague before a call out and have simple contingency plans to 

deal with distress/crisis (e.g. call back to office, next-of-kin contact numbers etc)  
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 Give the option to defer the conversation/meeting for a defined period to allow the client an 

opportunity to be in a better position to deal adequately with the matter 

 Where a client is obviously distressed or very emotional give contact numbers for support 

over the phone or at a meeting. Offer a callback after a suitable interval.  

 If a client claims they are going to harm themselves and/or end their life either by leaving a 

voice message or ends a telephone call prematurely, phone the client back as soon as possible.  

If you cannot make contact, ring Emergency Services at 999 and advise of the situation, or an 

identified family member or affiliate. 

 If you are in a face-to-face meeting with a client and he/she displays signs of suicidal distress 

(e.g. saying something like ‘this won’t be my problem for much longer, I won’t be around to 

sort this out) 

o Step 1: Let the person know you are concerned about them (for example, “You don’t 

seem yourself would it help to talk?”) 

o Step 2: Ask the question ‘are you thinking of ending your life or are you thinking of 

taking your own life or are you having thoughts of suicide?’ Simply asking the question 

does not give someone the idea. Thoughts of suicide generally develop slowly over a 

long time and after a series of difficulties in life. By asking the question, you’re 

acknowledging their distress and giving them an opportunity to talk about something 

that is probably very frightening for them. If the answer is yes, they are thinking about 

suicide, don’t panic. Listen to them without judgement or blame.  

o Step 3: If the answer is ‘yes’ give them space to talk about how they’re feeling. Avoid 

responses which reject how they are feeling, lessen how they are feeling, or try to 

change their view of the situation. Show concern by saying ‘I’m sorry to hear that 

you’re feeling like this’, ‘it sounds like you’re dealing with a lot at the moment.’  

o Step 4: Let them know that the most important thing for now is that they stay safe 

and ask them who else either you or they can tell about how they are feeling (e.g. 

spouse, family member and offer to call that person so that they can talk to them) 

o Do not promise absolute confidentiality: Let them know that the most important thing 

is for them to stay safe. It may be helpful to agree together who you can tell. 

o Encourage them to tell their GP and support them to make the call. Try not leave the 

person alone if he/she has said that they feel suicidal until some contact has been 

made with a support person or GP/health professional and some transfer of 

responsibility is agreed. Discuss with your management or a senior colleague. 

o If the person leaves without making contact with anyone, call 999 or 112 and advise 

your supervisor immediately 

o Record in the file what action you took. 

Where the issue has arisen through correspondence (i.e. letter, email, text), it is important 

that you respond as quickly as possible along the following lines: 

o Keep a warm but professional tone to the letter, email or text response 

o Acknowledge correspondence received 

o Let the person know you are concerned about them 

o Encourage the person to phone you or call in 

o Give office opening hours & telephone number 

o Give additional support contacts (see B.6 below) 

o Keep a record. 
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Follow up/Next Steps 

 Revert to the client after the agreed timeframe and query if the client is ok and/or in a position 

to deal with discussing a plan to deal with the outstanding debt. 

 If the client cannot deal with the matter, try and get an understanding or indication if this 

position will change and when.  If it is going to be long-term, the matter should be reviewed 

with your supervisor or manager. 

 Look after yourself.  Supporting someone who is experiencing suicidal thoughts or other 

personal traumas can take a toll on you too.  It is important to also look after your own mental 

health and get support if needed. 

B.6 Support Services 
A range of support services operate nationally and locally.  In developing their guidance, public bodies 

should research these and make contact details available to staff who may need this information. 

Professional help for distressed clients (or staff) can found through: 

 Their family doctor (GP) 

 www.yourmentalhealth.ie - this website gives information on mental health and supports 

and services across the country 

 Emergency Department of the nearest general hospital 

 The Emergency Services by calling 999 or 112 

 HSE Mental Health Services:  if the person is involved with a mental health team, they can be 

contacted directly.  If not, they will need a referral letter from a GP to access this service 

 Samaritans:  Free helpline: 116 123 or at: www.samaritans.ie 

 Pieta House:  provides a free, therapeutic counselling service to people who are experiencing 

thoughts of suicide and those who engage in self-harm and those bereaved by suicide.           

Free helpline: 1800 247 247 or see:  www.pieta.ie:  

Other relevant support organisations include (Note:  This list is illustrative): 

 Doctor Call-out Services 24(e.g. NowDOC, D-DOC, NEDDOPC, MIDOC, South Doc, etc):  

 Help Lines (e.g. Samaritans, Grow, 3ts, HSE Information Line) 

 Counselling Services (e.g. HSE Bereavement Counsellors, Family Suicide Bereavement Service, 

Living Links, etc) 

 Other Self-harm & Suicide Support organisations (e.g. Aware, 3ts) 

 Charities (e.g. St Vincent de Paul, Barnardos, Simon Community, Cope, Focus Ireland, etc) 

 Mental Health Services25: (e.g. Local HSE services, Emergency Departments of general 

hospitals Shine, Jigsaw, Aware, HeadsUp, SOS, etc) 

 Addiction Services (e.g. AA, Al-anon, Rutland Centre, local drug treatment centres) 

                                                           

24 See out-of-hours services on the HSE’s website at: www.hse.ie/eng/services/list/3/outofhours/GPOOH.html 
25 See HSE directory at: www.hse.ie/eng/services/list/4/Mental_Health_Services/healthlines/ 
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The following organisations can provide information and support on various aspects of dealing with 

debt problems: 

 Citizens’ Information Service: offers information on all aspects of public services and 

entitlements for people living in Ireland.  Information Phone Service: 0761 07 4000 (M-F: 9am-

8pm).  Mortgage Arrears Information Helpline: 0761 07 4050 (M-F: 9:30am-5pm) or see: 

www.citizensinformation.ie 

 Free Legal Aid Centres (FLAC):  helps people to understand and access their legal rights and 

offers some basic legal assistance for free and in confidence.  Helpline: 1890 350 250 or 01-

8745690 or see: www.flac.ie 

 Money and Budgeting Service (MABS): is a free, confidential service for people in debt or in 

danger of getting into debt.  Advisers can give advice and support on many money 

management and debt issues as well as free self-help materials.   Helpline: 0761 07 2000 (M-

F: 9am-8pm). Find more information including local MABS offices at: www.mabs.ie 

 Insolvency Service of Ireland:  is responsible for all matters concerning personal insolvency.  See 

details of its services at: www.isi.gov.ie. 
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Appendix C. Arrears & Bad Debt Reporting 

Consistent reporting of debt management metrics for all state bodies is necessary: 

 To identify priority areas for collection activity (at a local level) 

 To help in identifying reasons for lower collections rates or higher collection costs. 

To be effective, the reporting needs to be based on a common set of standards or definitions for each 

metric supported by consistent policies on how the metrics are derived.  

In several public bodies and within sectors, there are common policies – some based on legislation - 

but interpretations differ.  This affects principally the policies on carrying forward arrears in annual 

returns and reporting of bad or doubtful debts which can mask the current performance (i.e. where 

collection rate is computed on the total of current year bills plus the arrears carried over, a higher 

level of arrears brought forward will drive the computed % down). 

For those public bodies collecting their own revenue stream – as opposed to collecting on behalf of 

the Exchequer – writing-off bad debt impacts on the funds available (i.e. it is equivalent to an 

expenditure).  This inconsistency in write-off practices results in large amounts of arrears being carried 

forward annually which then inflates the amount for collection in the following year which in turn 

leads to a low collection rate as compared with those organisations that write-off debts at an earlier 

stage.   

A further consequence of the differing practices is that some public bodies would face a large negative 

impact on funds available if they were to be required to write-off debt at an earlier stage.  As a result, 

a new standard would have to be taken into consideration in determining a public body’s grant or 

alternatively, phased in over a number of years. 

C.1 Reports & Metrics 
Metrics are needed for internal performance management and for inter-agency comparison. In 

general, there should be a hierarchy of metrics starting with key high-level metrics which can be 

‘drilled down’ to provide a deeper analysis by a variety of parameters (e.g. arrears by sector, arrears 

by geographic area, and arrears by size of debt). 

Reason Codes should be applied to all arrears cases to indicate: the reason for the arrears, disputes 

and write-offs.  This facilitates analysis of current arrears and historical trend analysis. 

The following sets of reports are recommended: 

a. Collection rates: actual v target 

b. Collection costs: actual v target 

c. Aged arrears: e.g. 1-3 months, 3-6 months, 6-12 months, 12-24 months, 24-36 months, 36+ 

months. 

d. Bad debt provisions, write-offs and recoveries 

e. Movement in key metrics:  this year-to-date versus same period last year. 

These reports should provide for ‘drill down’ analysis by: industry sector, geographic area, size of debt, 

reason codes.  Reporting should be monthly (or even weekly) for internal purposes and quarterly for 

external reporting purposes. 
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Trend analysis is also important.  A metric on its own is of little value even when compared against 

other similar organisations.  Metrics should be monitored over time with the important factor being 

the direction they are going in. Targets should also be set for each metric and monitored as part of 

the regular reporting cycles. 

C.2 Reporting Template 
The reporting template (see next page) is proposed for reporting by all public bodies. The format 

summarises the organisation’s collection position at the end of a period (e.g. quarter).  It also gives an 

indication of trends through showing comparative figures for last year or period and against a set of 

targets for the year or period.  

Explanatory Notes 

The following outlines the figures contained in the Reporting Template: 

Component Explanation/Contents 

Billing The total amount of bills/demands/invoice issued less any credit or 
rebates issued to give a Net Billing figure.  The breakdown of 
credits is of interest to identify incorrect billing of process 
weaknesses, 

Arrears brought forward Arrears carried forward from the previous year.  Higher levels may 
indicate differences in write-off policies. 

Write-offs YTD Shows changes in the bad debt provisions either through 
new/change provisional write-offs, actual final write-offs against 
which any recoveries are offset (and shown).   
 
Note: In this model, provision for the uncollectible amounts due to 
insolvency and in dispute or appeal are reported in the next 
heading and should be excluded here to avoid double-counting. 
 
See Section 4 for more details. 

Amount of Debt Due The total amount outstanding from customers. 

Collectible Amount The amount that can be collected at this point in time, i.e. excludes 
cases where the customer is in a formal insolvency process and any 
that are subject to formal disputed process (e.g. in an official 
appeal process or is subject of a legal case concerning the validity 
of the bills unpaid). 

Collected The amount of money collected in the period. 

Amounts in Collection 
Process 

A breakdown of the current arrears on an aged basis. 
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Reporting Template 

Sub-totals Total Key Metrics 

No. of 
Cases 

Amount 
No. of 
Cases 

Amount 
% This 
period 

% Last 
period 

% 
Target 

Gross Billing 1,500 €2,500       

Rebates (by reason)  (€100)   4.0% 3.8%   

Credits (by reason)  (€120)   4.8% 4.2%   

Net Billing   1,300 €2,280 91.2% 92.0% 90% 

Arrears brought forward   673 €699     

Up to 6 months* 180 €223       

6-12 months 105 €104       

12-24 months 222 €212       

24-36 months 111 €120       

36+ months 55 €40       

Write-offs YTD   - (€154)     

Bad debt provisions 20 (€120)   17.2% 15.0%   

Amounts written-off 
(by reason) 

30 (€54)   7.7% 7.0%   

Recoveries  10 €20   -2.9% -3.0%   

Amount of Debt Due   1,515 €2,825     

Insolvent 24 (€180)   6.4% 6.6%   

Subject to dispute/ 
appeal 

45 (€220)   7.8% 7.5%   

Collectible Amount   1,446 €2,425     

In enforcement process 24 (€170)   6.0% 6.2%   

On agreed 
arrangement/ 
payment plan 

45 (€205)   7.3% 7.5%   

Collected   - (€1,845) 76% 74% 74% 

Amounts in Collection 
Process 

  1,377 €580     

Up to 6 months* 150 €180   6.4% 7.8% 7.8% 

6-12 months 95 €95   3.9% 4.2% 4.2% 

12-24 months 180 €167   6.9% 5.5% 5.5% 

24-36 months 98 €100   4.1% 4.4% 4.4% 

36+ months 50 €38   1.6% 1.8% 1.8% 

* Ideally, early arrears should be broken down by month (i.e. Up to 1 month, two months, three 
months, etc.) to focus attention on the earlier stages when collection activity is most effective. 
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C.3 Key Metrics 
Metrics in the form of percentages provide a means for comparison over time for a PSB and also 

facilitate inter-agency comparisons or comparison with external benchmarks. 

The following are illustrative metrics that could be used: 

 

KEY METRICS: This YTD Target Variance Metric measures. 

Collections v Debt Due 65% 75% -10% Collection Rate  

Collections v Net Billing 81% 90% -9% Ditto but excluding c/fwd arrears 

Write-off Rate v Net Billing 7% 3% 4% Level of write-offs 

Net Billing v Gross Billing 91% 90% 1% Level of credits/rebates 

Arrears c/f v Net Billing 31% 33% -2% 
Level of arrears being carried 
forward 

Collectible v Debts Due 86% 85% 1% 
Level of arrears that is actually 
collectable 

Aged Analysis v Collectible 
Amount 

      

Ageing of the debt 

Up to 6 months 7% 8% -1% 

6-12 months 4% 5% -1% 

12-24 months 7% 6% 1% 

24-36 months 4% 4% 0% 

36+ months 2% 1% 1% 

Collection Costs (% of 
Collectibles) 

2.5% 2.6% 2.4% Cost of Collections 
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C.4 Bad Debt Reporting 
A bad debt arises when it is deemed that debt due is not recoverable or the proceeds from further 

collection activity are unlikely to be effective. 

Bad debts will arise for a range of reasons with corporate entities and individuals inter alia: 

Reason 
Corporate 

Entity 
Individual 

Bankruptcy / Insolvency Arrangement  X 

Examinership X  

Liquidation X  

Receiverships X  

Ceased trading and no assets X X 

Cannot be traced X X 

Has left the jurisdiction and unlikely to return X X 

Deceased and estate insolvent  X 

Inability to pay / Would cause undue hardship  X 

Uncollectable due to financial circumstances of the debtor which 
are unlikely to change 

X X 

Uneconomic to pursue – cost of collection exceeds likely return or 
the resources required to recover the debt are not justified (and 
would be better spent on more productive activities) 

X X 

Unfounded liability – the debt is disputed and/or cannot be 
adequately sustained in a court (e.g. missing or defective 
documentation, statute of limitation) 

X X 

Forbearance – where part of a debt is waived (e.g. as part of a d 
settlement or dispute resolution) 

X X 

 

There are three aspects to reporting on bad debts: 

 Bad Debt Provisions: recognising the risk that a debt may not be paid and that the 

organisation may face a loss.  The circumstances outlined in the table above can give rise to 

need to make a provision; in addition, any debt overdue by specified periods should be 

provided for – see C.6 below.  Making a bad debt provision should not affect collection 

activity which still should be pursued.  Once such a situation arises, a public body should 

make a provision for such losses.  (Note: various terms are used to describe this process, e.g. 

‘write-down’, doubtful debts reserve) 

 Write-off: occurs when a debt is determined to be uncollectible. 

 Recoveries:  where some or all of amounts previously written-off are recovered (e.g. as a 

result of a successful legal case or application of enforcements measures). 
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Interest and penalties will require a statutory basis.  Where interest or penalties are charged in 

respect of the overdue debt, a policy should be developed as to how they are treated from a bad 

debt reporting perspective.  The manner in which the interest or penalty are treated will depend on 

when such income is recognised as a debt.  In many cases, they are not recognised until actually 

collected in which case any bad debt provision should omit any penalties or interest accrued.  If not, 

it should be treated as part of the net liability (e.g. where a court has determined that they are due). 

Many organisations also cease charging interest and penalties where it is clearly uncollectable (e.g. 

liquidation, court judgement made, hardship cases, client cannot be traced).  Relevant accounting 

standards (e.g. FRS 102) should be followed when accounting for bad debts.  

C.5 Regular Reviews 
All overdue accounts should be reviewed on a regular basis either monthly or quarterly.  This may 

form part of a general review to decide on collection strategy.  An annual review should take place to 

critically review of all debts with provisions to determine if they should be written off. (Note: write-

offs can take place at any time if there is clearly no prospect of recovering the debt). 

C.6 Bad Debts Provisions 
As soon as the public body becomes aware of a potential risk of non-recovery, a bad debt provision 

should be created.  This can arise due to the circumstances earlier (see C.4) or where a debt is overdue. 

The provision should be on the basis of the net liability, i.e. 

 In the case of a mortgage, the liability would be the net exposure (i.e. loan outstanding after 

realising secured asset) and not the full level of arrears 

 The net loss if any portion is recoverable from other parties (e.g. VAT, insurance, guarantee). 

A general provision should be made for accounts in arrears based on the age of the debt.  The level of 

provision must be based on historic experience and should be reviewed annually based on recent 

actual experience.  The default should be to provide for 100% of the net liability but flexibility should 

be provided to adjust downward for specific cases if justified.   

Circumstance Provision 

Bankruptcy / Insolvency Arrangement 100% 

Examinership 100% 

Liquidation  100% 

Receiverships 100% 

Ceased trading and no assets 100% 

Cannot be traced 100% 

Has left the jurisdiction and unlikely to return 100% 

Deceased and estate insolvent 100% 

Inability to pay / Would cause undue hardship 100% 

Debtor claiming inability to pay 50-100% 

Debt is disputed 50-100% 

Debtor adhering to a forbearance arrangement 40% 



  Collection of Debt –Best Practice Guide 
  Page 77 

Circumstance Provision 

Debtor in breach of a forbearance arrangement 100% 

 

All debts or liabilities exceeding a specified amount (e.g. €10,000) must be reviewed individually and 

a specific provision made based on the circumstances of the case.  The specified amount should be 

determined by each organisation by reference to their audit committee, auditor and sectoral or 

government guidelines.    

The following guidelines should be used for those debts overdue but not falling into the categories 

above: 

Age of Debt Provision 

Debts over specified amount (e.g. €10,000) 0-100% 
(Subject to individual review) 

Other debts past due date (less the specified amount)  

3 months  25% 

6 months 50% 

9 months 75% 

12 months 95% 

24 months 100% 

 

For circumstances where there is a range of possible outcomes, a provision equal to the best estimate 

within that range should be made. This can be calculated by weighting all possible amounts by their 

associated probabilities.  Where there is a continuous range of possible outcomes and each point in 

that range is as likely as any other, the mid-point of the range shall be used. 

The reason for the level of provision made must be recorded and reviewed by senior management. 

C.7 Writing off Bad Debts 
If it is determined that some of all of the outstanding debt is uncollectible, the unrecoverable amount 

should be written-off in the prescribed manner (including approvals) for the public body concerned..  

In most cases, the full liability will be written-off but there are certain circumstances were a partial 

write-off takes place, i.e.: 

 Some of the debt can be offset against benefits being paid to the debtor 

 Monies can be recovered through the sale of assets (e.g. repossession of goods, recovery by 

a sheriff, attachment to bank accounts or other assets) 

 Monies can be recovered from third parties (e.g. insurance, VAT if recoverable). 

There must be a formal write-off process with a Write-off Request being raised using a prescribed 

form which is approved by senior management or the Board of the public body.   
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The Department of Public Expenditure and Reform (DPER) sets down reporting requirements for 

write-offs – these are set down in Section C.7 of the “Procedures and Practices in Government 

Accounting”.26  In addition, DPER requires that write-offs over €10,000 are reported in the 

Appropriation Account and also, report in the financial accounts any case, irrespective of amount, 

which DPER or the C&AG considers to be a serious issue of principle, which: 

 involves an important question of principle; 

 raises doubt about the effectiveness of existing systems; or 

 contains lessons that might be of wider interest. 

The Write-off Request Form should set down: 

 Debtor details 

 Write-off amount 

 Reason why the write-off is proposed  

 What measures were taken to avoid a write-off occurring and any evidence to support the 

determinations made (e.g. in the case of ‘inability to pay’ or ‘cannot be traced’). 

C.8 Recovery of Written-off Debt 
As a general rule, once a debt has been written-out, no further action should be taken to pursue the 

liability; however, the write-off of debt is not irreversible, so if information subsequently comes 

available (e.g. successful enforcement outcome, return to the jurisdiction, unforeseen positive change 

in financial circumstances), the debt can be: 

 Re-instated in part or in full and collection activities resumed where collection will take place 

over a period of time.   

 Recorded as a ‘bad debt recovery’ where there is one-off or short-cycle payment. 

C.9 Trend Analysis & Reporting 
There should be periodic reporting to senior management and Boards of Directors of bad debt 

showing movements on a periodic and year-to-date basis with comparison to prior years and 

supporting narrative on changes and trends.  Some bodies publish trend information as part of their 

interim and annual performance reports. 

The key reporting figures are increases or decreases in: 

 The bad debt provision 

 Write-offs 

 Recoveries. 

All bad debt should be assigned a Reason Code which indicates the reason why the bad debt arose 

(e.g. based on the reasons shown in the tables above). 

Breakdowns should be available by reason, type of customer and industry sector, as applicable. 

                                                           

26 See DPER website at: http://govacc.per.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/SECTION-C.pdf 
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Annex 1: Sample Polices & Procedures 

The sample set of Policies and Procedures is available separately. 


