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Author Bill Arnold explains the power of asking for what you want. 

 

I’m going to tell you a secret that will change your life. There is one way, and one way 

only, to get what you want in your work and life. You have to ask for it. You have to open 

your mouth or write out the words and ask for what you want. Life is as simple as that. Just 

ask. 

Nothing you are going to find in this book will be more important than this truth. But 

everything you are going to find in this book expects you to understand this very simple 

principle first. If you want something you are going to have ask for it. Period. 

See how easy that is? Want to succeed? Get a date? Buy a ticket at a local movie theater 

tonight? Get a discount on your next car purchase? Collect more unpaid accounts? No 

matter how much you prepare to do a thing, no matter how many skills you develop for 

talking with people and accomplishing tasks, in the end—and often at the very beginning—

the one thing you will be required to do in order to get what you want is to ask for it.  
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I learned early on in life that the difference between my life and the lives of so many 

people around me was not that I was more gifted or talented than them. It was just that I 

was a lot more willing to ask people for what I wanted.  

When I was a young boy I wanted to start a business. So I asked the man at a local lawn 

mower sales company if he would allow me to buy a lawn mower on credit. But of course he 

would! So I started my first business as a child all because I was willing to ask for what I 

wanted. 

I regularly receive discounts when shopping just because I am willing to ask. Most box 

stores give their floor associates the authority to grant small discounts. And at smaller stores 

you can usually ask one of the owners. So I ask. Sometimes I am surprised by really deep 

discounts. Last year I was buying a ladder and asked if I could get a discount. The woman 

stopped and looked up the ladder and discovered it was actually on sale. So she gave me the 

sale price. I asked if she would be willing to take an additional ten percent off the sale price 

and she shrugged her shoulders and said, “Sure, you’re a nice man. I can do that.” All I did 

was ask. 

What’s the worst that can happen when you ask for what you want? Someone can say 

no. Though I have learned more people say yes when you ask them for something. 

There are principles you should know about asking for things you want. One principle 

is Know What to Ask For. Because sometimes you get what you ask for but it’s not really 

what you want.  

When I joined the Army I asked for a job as an electronics technician and I got what I 

asked for. Only it wasn’t really want I wanted. I wanted a job I would enjoy and just assumed 

electronics would be interesting. It wasn’t. When I was a child I knew I wanted to make 

money so I could become independent. We were a poor family in rural Kentucky. I knew 

that if I could get a lawn mower that I could earn money. I knew what I wanted to ask for 

and why. This gave me confidence to make my request for getting a lawn mower on credit.  

After a while I learned to think before I asked for something but not hesitate once I 

had decided I wanted or needed something.  

Another principle is Ask Again. Sometimes when we ask someone for something they 

don’t understand us and tell us no. If I would have been told no by the lawn mower dealer I 

would have assumed the person didn’t understand either me and I would have asked again.  
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In my experience the magic number is four. It sometimes take four times asking for 

something before you get it. So always ask again.  

Another principle is Always Ask. I read a study that said sixty percent of the sales 

people who call on a prospect to buy their product or service never ask for the order. Maybe 

it is due to fear of rejection. Or maybe it is laziness. I find this amazing. The whole point of 

being a salesperson is that you actually sell things. The same goes with collecting debt from 

people. There is only one way to assure someone pays on an overdue account. That is if the 

person calling on the account asks the person who owes to pay. Always Ask for what you 

want. You will be surprised by how often you get it—even if you have to ask four times.   

It is true that learning to ask for what you want involves skills you can develop. Though 

some people seem to be naturals at selling and asking for what they want, for most of us this 

will be a learned skill. The three common sense actions outlined in this book—Create the 

Atmosphere, Build Rapport and Motivate to Action—all involve skills you will develop for 

how to ask for what you want.  

But in the end it is still as simple as just asking. 

I have learned that when I make contact with someone for the purpose of collecting a 

past due account and I make it a priority to ask as quickly as possible for them to settle their 

bill, they often do. Or they quickly explain why they think they cannot. In which case I have 

skills for offering helpful rebuttals.  

What is important is that I ask.  

Just ask.  

 

In the six chapters that follow you will read about a debt and an attempt to collect that 

debt. You will see these principles of just asking at work. Each chapter tells a little bit of the 

story. And each chapter includes a letter of instruction explaining the principles found in the 

story. The story shows you by example how the Friendly but Firm system works like a 

charm. And it works because someone is willing to ask.  

Good luck, 

Bill 
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Jake gets his marching orders. Bank president Spartan Reeves is a good man with a wise message. He 

says, “We are not the enemy. We are protectors of a promise.” Reeves reveals the Friendly but Firm system 

for collecting past due accounts. 

 

Jake Plimpton was a good man. A good man with an undesirable job. He was a debt 

collector. And it was Christmas Eve.  

He worked for a bank, and it was his job to visit people on the day they were about to 

lose everything and try to convince them to find some final way to pay. Sometimes he had to 

work on the worst days imaginable for collecting a debt: Birthdays, weddings, funeral wakes 

and holidays. Catching people at home was important and unfortunately, these were good 

days to do it.  

His job came with risks. On one occasion, a man said he was going to kidnap 

Plimpton’s children when Plimpton showed up for a collection during the wedding of the 

man’s daughter. Another time, a man said he was going to burn down Plimpton’s house. 

One man, a science teacher, screaming in an almost incoherent rage promised Plimpton that 

he was going to design a time machine so he could go back in time and make sure Plimpton 
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was never even born! Plimpton may have made it worse for himself with this last threat 

when he suggested the man might better use his time machine to go back and make smarter 

financial choices for himself.  

Put plainly, some days Jake hated his job. He told his wife that he sometimes felt like he 

worked for Mr. Potter from the movie “It’s a Wonderful Life,” that miserly banker who kept 

the whole town under his foot. Luckily, Jake didn’t work for a mean-spirited character like 

Mr. Potter. Jake’s boss, Mr. Spartan Reeves, was a good man. The bank Jake worked for 

tried to work with people and help them get out of their bind. Mr. Reeves was more like 

George Bailey in the movie with his little savings and loan than the horrible Mr. Potter. But 

when people get so far behind something has to be done and it was Jake’s job to do it. 

 

Jake woke on this morning with a heavy heart. It didn’t matter that at the end of the day 

he was looking at a ten-day holiday. This year, Christmas Eve fell on a Friday and Reeves 

promised Jake that if he would suffer through the undesirable job of end-of-year final 

attempts to collect a couple of delinquent accounts he would give Jake the rest of the year 

off. It didn’t matter that Jake’s wife had done an outstanding job decorating the house and 

that he woke this morning to the smell of pumpkin pie baking—his favorite desert that his 

wife spoiled him with a few times each year. It didn’t matter because Jake had something he 

had to do that he simply was dreading and it overshadowed all the days off and pies baking. 

As Jake drove to the bank he wondered to himself, “How can I have such a good life? 

How can I be so blessed and yet so many others are struggling?”   

It wasn’t a new thought for Jake. He always felt a compassion for people, even the ones 

who didn’t seem to deserve it. But on this Christmas Eve morning, Jake was more distressed 

than usual because of one customer he had to face. 

 

Jake entered Reeves’ office with a single sheet of paper in his hand. Reeves had been 

waiting for him. 

 

“Well?” Reeves said as a question when Jake came through the door. There was no use 

in masking the task before them with niceties and Christmas wishes. “I assume the paper in 

your hand and the look on your face is the answer. No payment last night?” 

Jake took a seat and put the paper on Reeves’ desk in front of him.   
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“No, no payment was made,” Jake said. 

“It’s a lot of money, Jake. Too much to swallow I’m afraid. We’ve done all we can do. 

We have to close it. It will hurt us to carry it into another year. I’m sorry.” 

Jake said nothing. He knew Reeves was right and there was nothing more to be said 

about it. The work of deferring payments and reducing payments had failed. The courts had 

long ago granted permission for the severest measures. All that was left was foreclosure and 

repossession.  

“Jake, he knows it. He knows it’s today. It’s not like it’ll be a surprise. I’m sorry it’s such 

a horrible day to have to do it. Blame the calendar. Are you going to be alright?” Reeves 

asked with concern. 

“Yes,” Jake said and smiled a half smile. “It’s difficult but like you said it’s not a 

surprise. Better me than some stranger.” 

“Remember we’re not the bad guys here. And neither is he,” Reeves said. “You are 

helping him keep a promise. That’s something he wants to do and so do we, even if he 

doesn’t understand it right now. In the long run we are helping him.” 

 

Reeves always had a wise way of looking at a difficult situation. And Jake knew his boss 

was being sincere.  

“Credit is not bad,” Reeves liked to say. “Not honoring your promise to repay what you 

bought on credit is what makes the situation bad. Breaking a promise is bad.” 

“The world could not function without credit,” Reeves often pointed out. “If all credit 

was done away with, you could never go into a restaurant and pay at the end of your meal 

again. You would have to pay your bill up front before you ate. There would be no cell 

phone bill at the end of the month. You would have to pay that up front too. Credit 

amounts to a promise to pay later for what you get today. We use credit more than we know. 

At the bank, we give people the ability to buy houses, cars, tractors and farms with the 

promise to pay later. That makes it no different than sitting down to a good meal and paying 

for it later. It’s the same thing.” 

“What is most important is that people have made a promise and we are helping them 

keep their promise,” Reeves said. “I don’t care who you are, unless you are a criminal, no 

one wants to break a promise. No one borrows with the intention of not paying. Everyone 

wants to keep promises. You help our customers when you show up to close an account and 
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give a person one last chance to make good on their promise. They will love you for it in the 

end because you are helping them relieve a burden.” 

This is why Reeves had his collection department practice what he called the “Friendly 

but Firm” system of collecting past due accounts. Reeves trained his collectors to see the 

customer not as an enemy to battle against, but as a friend they will help to keep a promise. 

It was subtle but the difference was huge in the end. 

“I know the methods and the reasons,” Jake said calmly to Reeves. “But it doesn’t make 

today any easier.” 

 

What was different about this collection job in front of Jake was that he was going to 

visit a real friend. And not just any friend, but his very best friend. A man who had twice 

saved his life.  

“All the things I have learned about helping someone keep a promise are about to be 

put to the test,” Jake said to Reeves. “My most trusted friendship is about to be put to the 

test.” 

 

 

 
 

The Role of the Collector: By Spartan Reeves 

 

It is far easier to keep a customer than it is to attract a new one. That is a saying every 

collector should write down and hang on their wall by their phone. The collector’s job is not 
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just to collect an old debt from an old customer. It is to do so in a way that encourages the 

old customer to become a new customer again. 

Keeping customers even though they have gotten behind in payments often involves 

dealing with debtors on terms designed to help them save face and maintain dignity. This 

rather than the ineffectual aggressive terms too often used by creditors in the past. 

Collectors who successfully interpret the debtor’s situation will respond better to the 

debtor’s needs, thus increasing the chances of receiving payment. The more a collector 

knows about a debtor the better the chance the collector will motivate the debtor to pay. 

It’s easy for a collector to become aggressive in a conversation with a debtor. 

Sometimes being aggressive leads to payment, but aggression rarely produces desired long-

term results. Often there are hurt feelings. In many cases the debtor determines never to do 

business with the company again. 

People offended by a company representative will tell their friends. And bad publicity 

by word of mouth is difficult to overcome because word of mouth promotion is the most 

powerful promotion there is.  

Debtors are rarely criminals or dishonest, most are just people who are behind in their 

obligations. Most debtors have every intention to pay eventually. Alienation of debtors 

produces nothing good for the business or the debtors. 

 

Collectors must serve at least three different roles in the course of their duties: They 

must represent their employers and the debtors in negotiating a satisfactory settlement of the 

debt. They must build and protect the community’s goodwill toward the employer. They 

must increase the employer’s profits and decrease the losses. It’s not about just closing the 

account. 

Looked at in these terms, it is easy to understand how aggression actually diminishes 

the collector’s capability to successfully fulfill their role. Aggressiveness turns off most 

people because such attitudes tend to indicate that the other person is not important. A 

debtor who is told, in so many words, that he isn’t important probably will decide that his 

debt isn’t important either. 

Collectors with assertive, non-aggressive, attitudes will best fulfill their obligations. The 

assertive collector stands up for the company’s rights by expressing thoughts and desires 

without offending another person’s dignity or violating that person’s rights.  
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Assertive collectors offer respect. In so doing they command respect. This type of 

attitude can increase the chances of motivating the debtor to pay. This serves the best 

interests of all involved. The creditor gets paid, the debtor gets off the hook, and the 

collector gets the satisfaction of having helped to settle the account in a manner fair and 

honorable to a creditor and debtor. 

This is the Friendly but Firm system. Be nice and earn the right to be firm. When you 

practice this you not only will increase your collections, but you will do it in a way that leaves 

you feeling good about your work. This system is the ultimate stress reducer for the 

collections professional. 

Sincerely, Spartan Reeves 
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Christmas Eve morning at the Winston farm begins with an argument and ends with a kiss. John and his 

wife, April, argue about their spending habits and their looming debt crisis.  April says, “We aren’t bad 

people. We’ve made some mistakes.” Reeves writes about the importance of coming to understand the debtor 

in order to empathize with him. 

 

John Winston owed so much money he felt like a criminal.  

He was a farmer for God’s sake, how could he be in for so much dough? His living was 

growing soybeans and corn and fixing diesel engines in the snow. He had dirt under his 

fingernails. How could he owe so much when all he ever wanted was a simple farming life?  

Tractors and seed, that’s how, he thought. The stuff costs money. Lots of money. A few 

bad seasons, plus poor money management and purchasing stuff he and his family really 

hadn’t needed had put him in this bind. 

Life at the Winston house for the past six months had been like waiting for the 

apocalypse. Spring flooding had wiped out the hope of early profits. What they desperately 

hoped would be a small gain from the spring crop, turned into yet more losses. With the 

summer drought, and the crazy autumn storm season, and—like a judgment from heaven—
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the tornado, their losses were simply beyond anyone’s imagination. It was as if nothing was 

going to let them succeed.  

They knew it couldn’t be blamed on the weather, though. It was their spending that had 

done it. It is always about the spending. They had been emotional spenders, foolish spenders 

sometimes, and sometimes circumstances seemed to force them to spend even when they 

didn’t want to.  

Since July, the family had been whispering about worst-case scenarios. And yet none of 

them imagined what they were actually facing on this Christmas Eve. 

The fields were harvested. They had rescued some of the wheat, which was enough to pay 

off two credit cards. But they hadn’t even bothered to make payments on any of the loans 

from the bank. What was the use, John thought. They would never be able to keep up the 

payments, and the payments at this point wouldn’t make a dent in what they owed. So it 

seemed like a waste of money to even try to pay. At least with paying off the credit cards 

they were buying themselves a little time to float. Pay off a few of them and maybe they 

could feed themselves through the winter by charging them up again. But with the seed bills 

and fertilizer unpaid, and all the bank stuff, they were finished by spring. If not already. 

 

John’s wife, April, was taking it particularly hard. Once the joyful center of her 

relationships, she had now become sullen and silent. She still managed her signature smile 

for friends and strangers, but her distracted eyes betrayed the storm inside. At home she 

didn’t even bother acting. She had retreated into a mute cave of anger and fear. John said he 

had given up on trying to reach her. He said that his childhood sweetheart had disappeared. 

Replaced by what, he didn’t know. He guessed she’d been replaced by the wreckage of his 

own mismanagement, he said. 

“I did this to her,” he thought. “I stole my wife’s joy. I should have known better. I 

should have been better.” 

 

On this Christmas Eve morning, April and John sat in their kitchen waiting for the world 

to end. April sat with the morning light coming like silver dust through large windows falling 

on the old table where she was planted. John sat next to her, staring at his hands, resting 

next to hers on the table where so many family gatherings and joyful occasions had taken 

place before. 
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There were no Christmas decorations around the windows and no Christmas lights 

outside, which was unusual. The Winston house was usually decorated like a parade. There 

was a Christmas tree in the living room but no one had bothered to plug in the lights or top 

it with a star. There were a few Christmas cards sitting on the island bar in the kitchen and 

some decorative jars and cookie tins set out. But it looked more like New Year’s Day than 

Christmas Eve. Like the holidays were being taken down rather than put up.  

It was like a house shut down. No food was cooking this morning. Not even toast. The 

only thing warm in the kitchen was the coffee pot. The house felt abandoned already, but 

they hadn’t the words to say it out loud.  

Instead they talked about their lives like they talked about land. They talked about things 

and numbers but not about the things that mattered, which are the things of the heart. They 

talked about implements and forecasts. But now they were forced to imagine the forecast of 

their lives. 

 

“The bank letter says they will be taking everything, John,” she said to him, unfolding the 

crisp white paper and smoothing it out on the table between them. “Everything. Even things 

they have no right to take.” 

She had been complaining for days about what was about to happen. Saying the same 

things over and over again but listing new items, as if John, himself, had not realized the 

situation they were facing. 

“My father built this table,” she said and laid her two hands palm down on the dark wood 

in front of her, skirting the stark paper that now lay on the worn surface between her and 

John. “His father’s father may have planted the tree that my father cut down to mill into the 

wood that he built this table out of. How could the bank own this table? No one ever owned 

it but him. No one loaned him money or even the know-how to create it. It came from him 

and God alone. God is the only one who can repossess this table. How can the bank own 

something they didn’t make and no man ever purchased?” 

There was no use arguing, but John needed to point it out anyway. He changed the 

subject. 

“Where are the credit cards?” he asked her. “They’ll want to see what we’re doing with 

them.” 
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“They have no right!” she said and turned to look at him, her face full of hurt and fear. 

“What does it matter to them what we do now? How we spend? We have to feed ourselves 

somehow. What are we going to do?” 

“I need the cards and the last two months’ statements,” John said. 

 

They were statistics now. They were statistics the day they needed bank credit. They were 

measured by their habits. What they purchased and how they purchased. And how they 

repaid. Their lives reduced to the three numbers of a credit score. Their character evaluated 

by the reliability of utility payments. 

‘If we had treated dollars like we treated soybeans maybe we would be in a different 

situation,’ John thought, ‘I would never think of throwing a good bag of soybeans into a 

field for waste. But I have done that with my spending.’ 

He thought of his truck parked on the gravel in the snow. When his father was still alive, 

he had warned John about buying it. He cautioned John about his spending. John had just 

made a huge profit off the spring crop and he said he was going to use some of the profits 

to buy himself a new truck. John’s father asked him why he needed a new truck and John’s 

response was that he would have to replace the old duel-axel truck someday so why not do it 

now while he had a little extra cash. He bought the truck and outfitted it with every pleasure 

that he knew he didn’t need. Then the next year, he did the same with their combine. Within 

five years, following record seasons with their crops, John and his wife had managed to 

replace almost all their farm equipment and build a beautiful new house. They had only had 

a few minor scares with short-term losses. They didn’t think about the future. 

John looked at his truck now and wondered what life would have been like if he had 

learned from his father. What if he had been a better steward? Made use of older equipment. 

Been careful and budgeted. 

John remembered his dad lecturing him. He said, “Son if you don’t get a handle on your 

spending now, then you and your wife are going to ‘ice’ yourself with your money habits.” 

I.C.E. was an acronym his father had taught him. It stands for the three types of spending 

that get a person in trouble: intellectual, circumstantial, and emotional spending. Intellectual 

spending is when someone just refuses to think about what they do with their money. They 

may need to pay an electric bill but they will splurge and buy a pizza dinner for the whole 

family instead. Circumstantial spending is when a person pays for something unexpected and 
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ignores spending what they had budgeted to spend. This kind of spending is not always 

avoidable, his dad had said. Like a medical emergency. But the problem comes about when 

you allow the circumstance to steer you away from other responsibilities. You give all your 

attention to a new problem and you only increase the old problems. You have to deal with 

the circumstance but keep dealing with your existing needs. Emotional spending is the worst 

kind, his father had told him. This is the kind of spending that really gets a person in trouble. 

You see something you like, and you just buy it. Or you buy stuff to try and make yourself 

feel better. You get a bigger car, a bigger house, more exotic vacations, and the latest 

electronics for everything from the bathroom to the kitchen. Before long, your money is all 

tied up in useless things.  

John shuddered to think about all the lessons he had refused to learn. Now he was facing 

the hard reality of having not listened to his father’s advice. 

 

“We are not bad people,” April said, looking up at John, with wet eyes. “We’ve made 

some mistakes, that’s all.”  

John went to her. He wished he could go back to his father’s old truck. He wished he 

could go back to repairing the old tractors. He wished he had not tried to live like other 

people who had more money than he did. He held his arms out to his wife and she caved 

into them. He held her to him while she cried and he told her that he would make everything 

right.  

He kissed her cheek and hoped this was a promise he could keep. 

 

 

 



	   21	  

 
 

Get to Know the Debtor and Get Over Your Own Anxiety: By Spartan Reeves  

 

This is the heart of the Friendly but Firm system: How to speak to the debtor and arrive 

at the desired result, which is the collection of the past due account that leaves both parties 

satisfied.  

 

First you have to deal with your own anxiety about calling on a debtor. It will help you to 

realize that everyone feels a little apprehension when calling someone to settle a debt.  

The collector wonders if the debtor will be antagonizing, threatening or verbally abusive? 

Or will the debtor provoke the collector by refusing to pay and laughing at the collector’s 

attempts to secure payment? 

It can be said that fear is the darkroom where negative thoughts are developed. Fear 

arises from a lack of knowledge. The more facts a person knows about a given situation, the 

less fearful the person will be. What this means for the collector is that the more you know 

about a debtor when preparing to make a call, the more at ease the collector will be in 

making the call. 

 

Basic  Preparat ions 

A collector may best prepare for a visit or telephone call to a delinquent debtor by 

learning as much as possible about the person. This will give the collector a better chance of 

controlling the conversation, which is a must! Successful collectors know that the chances of 

collecting the balance in full decrease if they lose control of the conversation. The easiest 
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way to lose control of a conversation, of course, is to make the person angry. Knowing 

something about the debtor first will help the collector avoid entering into an aggressive 

conversation.  

 

Get to Know the Debtor  

With more debts than income, the way the average debtor gets by each month is by 

avoiding paying some or many of the debts they owe. This can lead to the debtor becoming 

angry with himself for getting into such a predicament. Debtors often feel embarrassed 

about being behind on their payments. These feelings lead not to remorse on the debtor’s 

part, but frustration and sometimes aggression—especially when a debt collector calls. 

Although the debtor may feel bad and wish they did not have the debt, their first response to 

the collector’s call is likely to be one of anger for having been reminded of their 

predicament. They feel like there is no way out, so at first, they view the call as harassment 

for something they have no control over. 

For this reason it is vital for the collector to be prepared before making the call. In 

virtually all cases debtors are not going to be happy about parting with their money but if the 

collector can let the debtor know from the start that they are there to help and not to hurt 

them, the call will begin better.  

 

Break the ICE 

To ease their potential discomfort at making the first contact with the debtor, effective 

collectors try to determine early in the conversation (if not before the conversation itself) the 

behavioral type of debtor with whom they’re dealing. There are three basic types of debtors: 

Intellectual, Circumstantial and Emotional debtors. The acronym for remembering these 

three types of debtors is the word ICE. A collector “breaks the ice” by understanding these 

types in order to understand the debtor they are calling upon.  

 

Inte l l e c tual  Debtors  

These are people who fail to use intelligence when making purchases. Perhaps they 

purchased a stereo with money that should have been applied toward a delinquent account. 

Maybe they bought a stereo on credit. Now it’s time to pay and they simply don’t have the 

money. 
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Intellectual debtors are not necessarily dishonest, they just don’t think through their 

purchases. There are several different reasons for people to be classified as intellectual 

debtors. Perhaps they don’t budget their money. Fewer than five percent of U.S. households 

actually operate on budgets. A woman once told me she didn’t budget her income because 

she wanted to be able to spend her money in the manner that suited her. This is fine, 

providing there is enough money to pay the bills, too. If not there’s going to be a problem. 

Perhaps the debtor paid by check, which was returned to the creditor because of 

insufficient funds. A bounced check is not always intentional. Sometimes, people make 

genuine errors. Once brought to their attention they will correct their mistake without 

hesitation. Some people chronically make mistakes when balancing their checkbooks, for 

example. It could be the result of poor accounting skills. They didn’t mean to bounce a 

check. 

Often people just don’t have sufficient knowledge of the manner in which credit itself 

operates. Credit cards impose finance charges on unpaid balances, often as high as eighteen 

to twenty-one percent annually. These interest charges can make the unpaid balances soar, if 

the balances remain unpaid for long. Some people unknowingly get behind in their payments 

and then the interest climbs to out of control levels. The debtor never meant to cause such a 

dilemma.  

For whatever reason, intellectual debtors don’t need to be reminded of the benefits of 

prompt payment. If anything, they could use a credit education course or a few pointers on 

basic accounting. 

 

Circumstant ial  Debtors  

These are the debtors who cannot pay promptly for reasons beyond their control. 

Perhaps there have been sicknesses in their families that required major medical expenses. 

Perhaps the debtors are out of work because of prolonged illness, or maybe they were laid 

off. An unexpected death in the family could be the reason the debtors have fallen behind in 

their obligations, due to unexpected funeral and burial expenses.  

At one time or another many people will be victims of their circumstances. The car can 

break down or, worse yet, the house may burn. There is no way anyone can prepare for such 

situations.  
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Circumstantial debtors generally can be persuaded to work out some type of payment 

schedule that differs from the original terms. For the most part, they’re not dishonest and 

they are happy to make realistic arrangements. 

 

Emotional Debtors 

These are the impulse buyers, the people who spend money whenever and however they 

want based on momentary whims not needs. They buy in hopes of curing depression, 

maybe, or to reward themselves after particularly trying experiences. Often the spending of 

the money is a type of therapy, even if they can’t see that in the end, the habit may require 

them to pay for therapy due to all the headaches they have created for themselves.  

When the collector calls and asks these debtors about payment, the debtor often has a 

tendency to act as if the collector should mind his or her own business and stay out of the 

debtor’s personal affairs. 

These are the debtors who most frustrate collectors.  

Emotional debtors rarely, if ever, pay their bills on time. In fact, they rarely do anything 

on time except make more purchases.  

 

These are three broad types of debtors, but one thing they all share in common is that 

they owe a debt, have fallen behind in paying and are in need of a collector to help them 

make good on their debt. 

Sincerely, Spartan Reeves 
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Jake arrives to collect the debt. He allows John to “empty the trash” of his complaint. John growls, “Why 

are you at my house on Christmas Eve?” Reeves reveals three simple steps for how to Create the Atmosphere 

for successful collections. 

 

Jake and John had always known each other. Their parents had known each other, maybe 

even their parents too. They were friends with a long history and many promises between 

them. Some of those promises kept in blood.  

Out of high school the pair joined the U.S. Marines together. They were both assigned to 

the elite 24th Marine Expeditionary Unit and for four years they worked side by side in what 

they called “the dark parts of the world.” They slept in the dirt in northern Iraq trying to 

protect the abused Kurds. In Somalia they delivered aid to the desperate and hungry. In 

Haiti they helped to quell an uprising. In Bosnia they helped save one of their own in a 

daring, behind enemy lines rescue of downed U.S. fighter pilot, Scott O’Grady.  
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The 24th MEU had served in Bosnia in June 1994. They were deployed to Haiti later that 

summer to subdue political unrest. In less than a year they were back in Bosnia where the 

war had taken a turn for the worse. On June 2, 1995 U.S. Air Force Captain Scott O’Grady 

was shot down behind enemy lines. For six days, all the armies and politicians of the free 

world seemed to hold their breath as they waited to learn what would become of the pilot.  

While the world held its breath, Plimpton and Winston were being prepped for action. 

They would be part of a daring rescue attempt for O’Grady. Only a handful of foot soldiers 

were included, and Winston and Plimpton were both in that number. 

When O’Grady miraculously emerged from cover after six days of ducking and hiding 

from the enemy and sent out his distress call, the scaled down crew of the 24th MEU was 

already boarded and en route, weapons at the ready.  

It happened that Winston and Plimpton were the first pairs of boots on the ground. So 

they were the first to take fire. O’Grady was pinned down behind a small rock outcropping 

on a cliff face at the edge of the landing zone and was unable to meet the chopper.  

The Serb forces had tracked O’Grady’s distress beacon and come ready for the choppers. 

They had the landing zone covered with fire and Plimpton and Winston dropped from ropes 

right into the shooting zone. They were facing enemy fire a baseball toss away. 

Plimpton was hit immediately. The shot blasted through a tiny opening at the top of his 

body armor at the base of his neck, going down at an angle and shattering his color bone. 

Blood exploded upward and for a brief moment Winston thought Plimpton’s falling body 

was dislodged from his head. But his head and body fell together in a violent thump. 

Winston was struck three times in his armor, the force knocking him to his knees and taking 

his breath away. He still managed to take action. Like a robot he grabbed Plimpton’s 

uniform and dragged the pair of them to cover. 

The enemy fire was wild. No one expected it. They had believed they would encounter a 

single unit but instead were met by an entire platoon. The choppers dropped the rest of the 

marines and rose to provide a devastating cover fire. But it wasn’t enough. 

Plimpton and Winston were pinned down a hundred yards from the rest of their unit so it 

was totally up to Winston to help Plimpton. Once he got the bleeding stopped he 

established contact with O’Grady who was pinned down in a third location from the other 

Marines and himself. He managed to carry Plimpton on his back down into a thickly -

wooded valley and up the other side to connect with O’Grady. O’Grady later said that he 
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was dumbfounded by Winston’s commitment. They both assumed Plimpton was dead, his 

wound was so bad, and yet Winston carried the body of his friend to the risk of his own life. 

O’Grady said he was amazed at what Winston accomplished both physically and mentally 

under the circumstances.  

Winston, having a vantage point to see the movements of the platoon that were quickly 

surrounding them, coached the rest of his unit toward a new extraction point in a nearby 

valley. They slipped through the lines of the enemy platoon, made it to the new landing zone 

and everyone got out alive. No one else was shot. 

The military commanders were angered that the rescue had encountered trouble and they 

tried to pin blame on the Marine unit for the fire they took and the near death of Plimpton. 

They were terrified of further political problems. But the unit knew it was nobody’s fault. 

What was more, they knew Winston had saved their lives. Plimpton knew it. 

Plimpton knew Winston had not just saved him. He knew Winston had truly risked his 

own life to save him. 

If the two weren’t like brothers before that day in Bosnia, they were after. 

 

Plimpton turned his car onto the gravel lane that cut across 60 acres of snow-smothered 

land that was the southern entrance to the Winston Family Farm. He noticed there were no 

Christmas wreathes on the fence corners at the entrance. The dull winter expanse before him 

was as unwelcoming as the Bosnian field he and Winston once dropped into so many years 

ago, which is what came to mind when he looked at the road in front of him. As he looked 

out across all John and his family had worked for, he thought about what he would be 

feeling if John was coming up his driveway at that moment. The thought stayed with him as 

he checked his rearview mirror. Following in Plimpton’s wake was a small convoy of trucks 

with trailers. They moved like a funeral procession across the cold horizon, rolling in like a 

platoon of soldiers to pay their respects and do their duties.  

 

“It’s a difficult thing to approach a problem,” Plimpton thought as he stepped out of his 

car in front of the Winston house. “Whether it’s a math problem or a problem between 

people, this first step is the most difficult. I guess my problem is a little of both.” 

He chuckled to himself nervously. He wished he had someone to share his observation. “I 

don’t think John will appreciate the humor,” Jake thought.  
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He had been to this house so many times. In some ways the house felt like his second 

home. But today the house looked different. Today this house—and—property were more 

like foreign territory. Hostile territory. 

Jake took a deep breath and straightened his winter coat. He stepped across the hard 

winter ground toward the unknown. 

  

“Why are you at my house on Christmas Eve!” John Winston said to Jake Plimpton as he 

opened his kitchen door, blocking the entrance with his tall frame. It was not a greeting Jake 

had wanted, but it was a greeting he had expected. After so many phone conversations and 

letters and meetings at the bank, this day had been a dreaded mark on the calendar now for 

months. The day of last chances long gone, this was the day of reckoning. 

John knew why Jake was there but it didn’t lessen his surprise that Jake had actually come 

on the prescribed deadline—Christmas Eve.  Jake said nothing. He stood under an awning 

on a wood patio, looking his friend in the eyes and waiting. 

April had gone. After their morning episode she said she needed space. She said she 

couldn’t be around for what was about to happen. 

John felt like a lone dog cornered.  

He stood in his doorway and unleashed on Jake a litany of curses and accusations. 

Betrayer. Judas. Filthy liar. Heartless. Bank prostitute. Sell-out. “Not one of us after all, are 

you, you little bank worm,” he growled. “You’re one of them! You take advantage of people 

when they’re at their weakest! How can you take from me, after I saved your life?” 

“I trusted you! You stood with me at my wedding, Jake,” Winston said. “After all we have 

been through, how could you?”  

These were rants of desperation and questions not really seeking answers. Jake knew it 

and let John get it all out.  

 

This is what Reeves called “Letting them empty the trash.”  This is when you let a person 

get out all their frustration on you.  

“Think about the name of our system,” Reeves said. “It is the ‘Friendly but Firm’ system. 

Friendly comes first. Collectors often reverse the order of the words by accident because it 

sounds better to them the other way. They often mistakenly call our system ‘firm but 
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friendly.’  Getting the order of the words right will help you. Getting them wrong will ruin 

you.” 

When you get the order of the words right then you can take your time and treat people 

differently. You will allow them to dump their frustration on you without taking offense, he 

said. 

“You can’t take this personally,” Reeves would say. “You have to realize the person is 

going through a hardship and they are just taking it out on you. But it isn’t about you. It isn’t 

personal. They don’t know anything about you. You just have to sit back and let them get it 

out.” 

Reeves said this was one of the most important parts of the job of collecting an account. 

“This is the first of three natural steps you take with a person to move them from not paying 

a debt to discovering how to pay a debt. This is where you create an atmosphere of trust 

with a person.”  

“It doesn’t matter if it is on the phone or in person,” Reeves said. “When you first contact 

someone who is behind on a debt you can never expect them to be happy you have called or 

have showed up. The first thing they are probably going to do is get upset. Sometimes they 

will take out their personal frustrations on you. Not just about the debt. Imagine all the other 

problems they might be having because of the debt, like family problems and maybe 

problems on the job. The last thing you need to do is react or respond to their ranting. Let 

them empty the trash on you. Let them get it out of their system.”  

 

“The way you handle yourself in the face of this frustration will determine whether you 

are able to create an atmosphere of trust with them,” he said. “This is where you can help 

them make the right choice to find a way to deal with their debt.” 

“That person wants to see me as an enemy,” Reeves would say. “My job is to create an 

atmosphere with them so they can see I am actually a friend. That person sees me as 

someone coming to take something from them. But I want to create an atmosphere with 

them so they can see I actually have come to give them something.”  

“I have come to give them relief,” Reeves said. “I have come to give them… well… 

happiness. That person’s happiness is in my pocket, and my dollars are in his pocket. To 

achieve satisfaction on both sides all we need to do is a simple exchange. It’s a different way 

of looking at things. And it changes the way a person responds to you. Your goal is to get a 
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person to cooperate. You are not there to alienate them or prove them wrong, so don’t do 

or say things that antagonize and alienate. Be a friend. As the collector you have that power 

and choice. You can’t control their attitude and actions, but you can control yours. So 

practice self-control for the sake of the person you are there to help. Practice self-control for 

your own sake.”  

 

It was always easier to listen to Reeves’ wise instructions than it was to put the 

instructions into practice. But Reeves knew what he was talking about. His instructions were 

born of his own practice. For many years at the bank, Reeves had collected accounts no one 

else could. And more importantly he had managed to actually keep these people as 

customers—and friends. 

“Remember, it is no good to the bank if you collect a debt and lose a customer,” he said. 

“True success in collecting a debt is to do it in a way that keeps a customer. If more 

businesses treated people who owe them with dignity and respect, even when they have to 

be demanding, then these people would become loyal for a lifetime. The opposite is true 

when you mistreat people you collect from. They tell everyone. They become living, 

breathing billboards speaking out against your company. It truly pays to be nice.” 

 

Jake sometimes talked to himself in his mind when people were emptying their trash on 

him. He said things like, “Listen, Jake. Be a good listener. People want to know someone is 

listening to them.”  

He would quote Reeves to himself saying, “A talker tells others what he knows. A listener 

learns what others know.” 

Standing in his door John barked and Jake listened. 

Jake needed to listen to John. Jake needed to remember this was his friend he was 

standing in front of. It was too easy in this line of work to treat people with indifference. It 

was too easy to just blame people and treat them like criminals. In order to create the right 

atmosphere with John he would need the atmosphere to begin in his own attitude. 

The convoy of trucks waited out of sight on the snow-covered road. John knew they 

would be out there somewhere. He knew how this was going to work.  

He didn’t say it but he appreciated Jake coming to the door and taking the time to let him 

unload. He hadn’t had anyone to talk with about it. He was pent up. He knew what Jake had 
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to do and he knew Jake could have sent the trucks to do their job and used this encounter as 

a stall tactic. He knew Jake could have come with the police or come in the middle of the 

night. He appreciated that Jake was treating him like a friend and waiting for him to come 

along and help Jake pack up the implements. 

But he was still angry and this small act of Jake’s didn’t completely change that.  

 

 

 

 
 

Creating the Atmosphere for Successful Collections: By Spartan Reeves  

 

The last thing a collector should want to do is berate a delinquent debtor. Aside from 

potentially igniting pent-up frustrations at the debtor’s expense, the collector does not 

benefit their goal to successfully collect the past due account.   

Smart collectors know how to handle delinquent debtors by creating the proper 

atmosphere conducive to persuading a debtor to pay, rather than alienating a debtor.  

There are three steps a collector must take to create the right atmosphere. The collector 

should acknowledge politey, be sympathetic, and get in sync with the debtor.  

 

Acknowledge Pol i t e ly  

The collector should thank the debtor for explaining why he can’t pay, no matter what the 

explanation. Then the collector can begin working with the debtor to settle the account.  
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Expressing appreciation to a debtor who explains why the account hasn’t been settled 

goes a long way in laying the foundation for a successful collections effort because it lays the 

foundation for friendliness and not antagonism. It is easier to be firm with a friend than an 

enemy. 

Make eye contact. Smile. If you are on the phone respond with words and comments that 

express your appreciation.  

 

Be Sympathet i c  

The collector should genuinely express pity or compassion for the debtor’s stated 

hardship that has prevented payment of the account. Everyone has had to deal with 

unexpected circumstances that require immediate attention at the expense of other 

responsibilities, such as a broken down automobile, an illness or feeding a family after the 

breadwinner loses a job. Effective collectors will win big points with debtors by expressing 

genuine sympathy.  

 

Get in Sync  

Find areas of agreement. The collector should agree with any excuse the debtor gives for 

not having paid. If the debtor says his or her car broke down the collector should agree that 

an inoperable car definitely is good reason not to settle the account.  

This step can even be applied to the irresponsible debtor. A trip to Hawaii may seem like 

a good reason for not paying a debt even if it seems preposterous to a collector. The goal is 

not to convince the debtor that they are irresponsible. The goal is to get in sync with the 

debtor by finding areas of agreement. You can find a way to agree with almost any 

reasoning. 

 

Suppose a debtor tells a collector that he can’t settle an account because the money set 

aside for the debt was spent for repairing a broken-down automobile. The collector should 

acknowledge politely. “I appreciate you for telling me why you can’t pay your account,” you 

could say.  The collector should be appreciative, because now he has something to work 

with to help persuade the debtor to pay. 

The collector should be sympathetic. “I’m really sorry your car broke down,” you can say. 

No debtor would get angry with a collector who expresses sympathy because of the debtor’s 
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misfortune. Showing sympathy is great for public relations too. Plus it helps make the debtor 

more susceptible to the collector’s recommendations for how he might pay. 

The collector should get in sync with the debtor. “A broken-down car seems like a 

sufficient reason for not paying your account. A person has got to get to work somehow,” 

you can say.  

The collector has found areas of agreement with the debtor. Such agreement on minor 

matters makes it easier for the collector to get the major agreement later. 

 

These three steps will help the collector create the proper atmosphere with the debtor that 

can lead to the successful collection of the account. Only the sourest of grouches would 

rebuff a collector’s efforts to be friendly and compassionate. 

People want to be treated with dignity. That’s the bottom line. They’ll even pay you for it. 

All the collector must do is be cordial and pleasant while firmly collecting. 

I recently had a conversation with a debtor who said he couldn’t pay because he had 

recently undergone open-heart surgery. To complicate matters, so had his wife. I created the 

proper climate by thanking the debtor for sharing the reason he couldn’t pay, expressing 

sympathy for his hardship and assuring him that such circumstances were indeed good 

reasons for not paying an account. 

Do you think this man cursed me and slammed down his receiver? No. When the 

conversation was over he had made arrangements to pay and was happy about it. 

Creating the proper atmosphere accomplishes several things that most collectors don’t 

even dream of establishing. The proper climate puts the collector and debtor on a friendly 

basis. It makes the debtors happy instead of feeling angry or intimidated. It keeps the 

collector calm. And it causes the collector to feel good about his job, because the collector 

sees that he is helping the debtors rather than causing them anxiety. 

Sincerely, Spartan Reeves 
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John and Jake walk the Winston’s property. Jake says, “I understand. I have been where you are.” Reeves 

writes about how to Build Rapport with the debtor. 
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Jake stood on John’s patio and thought of something Reeves liked to say. 

“There is a Middle Eastern proverb that says, ‘Blessed are the feet of those who bear good 

news.’ So what about the bearers of bad news? Well, that’s another story. They sometimes 

got their heads cut off.” 

Then Reeves would say, “If those ancient bearers of bad news would have used the 

Friendly but Firm system with their kings they may have saved a few heads from being 

lopped off.”  

Jake stood on the snowy deck shifting his feet to stay warm. Thinking about Reeves’ take 

on the proverb, Jake chuckled inwardly to himself again.  

He wished he could share the thought with John, who under different circumstances 

would appreciate the humor. Especially given the present predicament. John was a pretty big 

man, known for having once wrestled an unruly horse to the ground and knocked it out cold 

with a punch after the creature bit him! Jake was never much of a fighter. Looking up at 

John in his doorway Jake knew far too well the wrong words spoken right then could ignite 

John’s famous temper. He might find himself lying on the patio with a bloody face. Worse, 

their friendship could be damaged beyond repair. 

Jake wanted nothing more than for his friendship with John to survive this day. He did 

not want a life-long relationship to suffer beheading because of a debt crisis.  

Jake determined he would follow the wisdom of the Friendly but Firm system. 

 

He felt like he had managed to create the right atmosphere with John so far. He wasn’t 

arguing with John. He let John “empty his trash” and get out some of his frustration. He 

gave John his full attention and did not debate with any of his accusations or reasons for the 

debt crisis.  

 

Likewise John was relieved not to have to argue. Even as he finished with his litany of 

angry statements he was happy Jake had not challenged him. He wasn’t really looking for a 

fight. He just wanted to vent to someone. His wife had needed to vent so often in the last 

months and he had been the strong, quiet listener for her. But he had not had the 

opportunity to express his own frustration. Deep down inside he was grateful to Jake.  
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When John finished, all that was left was the echoless white world of snow and the 

undesirable task at hand. 

“Well,” John said. “Let me get my coat and boots. I can help you load the equipment.” 

Like that John had accepted the fate of his property and moved on.  

“Can you give me time to empty out the truck?” he asked. “I think I convinced myself this 

really wasn’t going to happen—not today—so I never emptied it out. Is that OK?” 

“Of course, John. Whatever you need,” Jake said, relieved beyond words that this part of 

the conversation was over. 

 

But this wasn’t the end of Jake’s undesirable duties for this morning. Delivering the bad 

news that the vehicles and equipment were being repossessed—and the property foreclosed 

on—was one task. The debts were so great that even the selling of everything would not 

cover what Winston owed, however. Now Jake had to press Winston to find some way to 

still make some kind of payment to the bank.  

 

The two old friends walked across the deck and looked out at the trucks waiting like 

steaming horses to do their undesirable work.   

Jake talked to one of the truck drivers and sent the convoy on ahead. John gave them the 

combination to the key box on the barn and said he and Jake were going to walk. The trucks 

moved now across the property past the house and headed to the barns a mile away.  

John and Jake walked out to a fencerow beside the road and walked on the hard snow in 

silence. 

Jake spoke first. Jake explained to John about the payments that still had to be made. 

“$40,000,” he said. 

John was through with yelling. He simply said, “But Jake, where would I get $40,000? 

Don’t you think I would have produced this money to save the farm if I had it?” 

 

Jake knew the most important thing at this point was to move to the second step of the 

Friendly but Firm system. Now that he and John had a trusting atmosphere, he needed to 

establish a new kind of rapport with John if he was going to help him. 
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Plimpton switched the conversation from John’s predicament and told him a little of his 

own story with debt. They walked in the snow along a dog path that was the boundary of 

vast, flat fields and thin woodlands, and John was amazed to hear what Jake told him. 

“My family and I got into some trouble last year,” Plimpton said. “I didn’t know how I 

was going to make it.” 

“Here I am a professional debt collector and yet I was in the same kind of trouble as the 

people I had to collect from on a weekly basis,” Plimpton said. He confessed to John how 

silly he felt. He told John how much stress he and his family went through. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” John exclaimed. “Why didn’t you let us help you?” 

“The same reason why you didn’t reach out to people to help you,” Jake said. “I was 

ashamed. I thought with a little time I could make the whole thing work out. I guess I 

thought in some illogical way, if I ignored it, it would go away.” 

They both laughed at this last thought.   

“I guess we’re more alike than I thought,” John said.  

 

This gave Jake the opportunity he had been looking for to talk to John about his options. 

He wanted to help John find some way to make this payment of the $40,000. Now that John 

accepted they had some things in common, he would be more willing to listen to Jake’s 

invitation for John to discover a way to pay. 

Jake had accomplished the building of a new rapport with his old friend. 
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How to Build Rapport: By Spartan Reeves  

 

The harmony of a good atmosphere naturally leads to the building of rapport. This occurs 

when people begin to communicate well, because they understand each other’s feelings and 

goals. In order to hasten the rapport the collector should put to use rapport-building skills. 

 

Use Rapport-bui lding phrases  

“I understand,” “I care,” “I want to work with you” are phrases that go a long way to ease 

the debtor’s mind and make the debtor more receptive to the collector’s upcoming 

suggestions to pay the account in full. A collector who says he understands and cares about 

stated hardships and who expresses a desire to work out an agreement will build rapport 

with the debtor. Such phrases amount to a “vote of confidence” to the debtor for not having 

paid the bill. 

 

Express empathy 

The collector should identify intellectually with the debtor or put himself in the debtor’s 

shoes. The collector should accept the objection to paying as a valid expression. The reason 

should not be belittled or ridiculed, regardless of what it is. By the same token the collector 

shouldn’t patronize the debtor. If the debtor can’t pay because he recently vacationed in 

Hawaii, the collector shouldn’t ramble on about what a great reason it is for not paying.  

 

Treat the objec t ion as a “reason” not a “problem” 
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To refer to the debtor’s explanation for non-payment as a “problem” or “objection” 

places a negative focus on the situation and encourages argument from the debtor. Treating 

the explanation as a “reason” softens the attitude of the debtor to permit freer exchange of 

information. Ironically, it helps the debtor empathize with the collector’s situation. How is 

that for a switch? 

 

Veri fy  al l  the reasons 

In sales language, this is called “isolating the objection.” Collectors should rephrase the 

reason for non-payment and feed it back to the debtor. This accomplishes two things: it 

proves that the collector truly has listened and it prompts the debtor to admit whether the 

stated reason is the only obstacle to settling the account. If it isn’t, the collector may ask 

questions to discover the other reasons. If it is, the verification clears the path for the third 

step—motivating the debtor to pay. 

 

Mutual Exchange 

The collection business is like selling. The collector is selling security to the debtor in 

exchange for payment on a past due account. My motto is as follows: “The debtor’s 

happiness is in my pocket, and my dollars are in his pocket. To achieve satisfaction on both 

sides all we need to do is exchange.”  

In order to have a happy “exchange” it requires the collector to keep the conversation… 

well… happy. Or at least keep the conversation moving in a positive direction. It is the 

collector’s job to be Friendly but Firm in order to get want he wants, which is a successfully 

collected account.   

 

Put Yourse l f  in Their  Shoes 

When debtors promise to pay, experienced collectors know better than to hold their 

breath until they get the check. Depending upon who makes the promise, it could be a long 

wait. 

After all, debtors who don’t pay their bills have already broken at least one promise. 

Seasoned collectors know one broken promise can be easily followed by another. Sometimes 

debtors may intentionally lie just to get collectors off their backs.  
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However, smart collectors will respond politely debtors who promise to pay even when 

they don’t have a reason to believe them. To respond otherwise would suggest that the 

debtor isn’t honest, and it’s just plain bad business to call a potential customer a liar. 

Put yourself in the debtor’s shoes. How would you feel if you had the following 

conversation with a debt collector? 

 

Collector: Hi, let me speak with Sam. 

Debtor: Who is this? 

Collector: This is Sam Smith who works at Tilley’s Tavern as a bartender and who lives at 

369 Gooseberry Lane? 

Debtor: Who is this? 

Collector: This is Don Phillips of ABC Company. And you owe us…. 

Debtor: I just put a check in the mail to you for the balance of my account. 

Collector: Oh, you did? 

Debtor: Yeah. 

Collector: When? 

Debtor: This morning. 

Collector: What was the amount of the check? 

Debtor: Uh, let me see, uh…it was for $515. 

Collector: What was the check number and on what bank was it drawn? 

Debtor: Oh, no, I don’t remember the check number, but the bank is First National. 

Collector: Where did you send the check? 

Debtor: Where did I…? What do you mean, where did I send the check? I sent it to your 

company. 

Collector: What color is your check? 

 

In so many words the collector doubts what the debtor is saying. That’s not good for 

public relations—even if the debtor is indeed lying. Not to mention the fact that the 

collector has now lessened his chance of collecting on the debt if the debtor hasn’t in fact 

mailed a check. 

Let’s look at the situation. Suppose the debtor is telling the absolute truth. After talking 

with this doubting collector what type of feeling toward the company is the debtor likely to 
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have? A negative feeling. Consequently, it’s likely that the debtor will never again do business 

with the company, if he doesn’t have to. 

Suppose the debtor has lied about the situation, just as the collector suspects. Openly 

doubting the debtor does nothing to generate good will for the company or prompt payment 

of the balance. If the debtor indeed hasn’t paid, the barrage of snide remarks from the 

collector probably increases the chances of the debtor making the active decision never to 

pay the account. 

In this case, no one wins. The company doesn’t get the money, the debtor’s credit is 

ruined and the collector doesn’t clear the account.  

There is a better way to handle this type of situation. When a debtor says that he has just 

(or is going to) put a check in the mail, a collector should respond in the following manner:  

“Thank you, Mr. (or Ms.) Debtor. You’re making the right decision. It’s honest people like 

you that I like to work with.” 

With this statement, the collector thanks the debtor, thus reinforcing the fact that the 

debtor said what the collector wanted to hear. The collector also expressed approval of the 

debtor’s decision to pay and complimented the debtor for his honesty. (The actual wording, 

of course, isn’t as important as the intention behind the words). 

Upon hearing this, how do you think a debtor will feel? It depends upon whether the 

debtor is telling the truth. 

If the debtor actually did (or intends to) put the check in the mail, he will feel gratified that 

a company representative is recognizing him for settling an account, even though payment is 

late. The few seconds the collector took to thank the debtor for payment can generate a 

great deal of company good will toward the debtor. And it takes far less time to thank than it 

does to berate. 

Suppose the debtor has not (or didn’t intend to) put the check in the mail. How will the 

debtor feel after lying to the collector, and then being thanked for the payment that actually 

isn’t forthcoming? Only a confirmed credit criminal would feel smug about such a situation. 

And that’s the type of person from whom getting payment is like pulling hen’s teeth anyway. 

Hens, of course, don’t have teeth. Credit criminals usually don’t have money. 

Most debtors would feel guilty if they were thanked for something they hadn’t done or 

weren’t planning to do. They’re being thanked for something they not only didn’t do, but 

actually lied about doing. Chances are they will consider doing something to pay the account 
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before the collector gets a chance to call back again. They won’t want to discuss delinquency 

with the nice, trusting collector who before had spoken so highly of them. 

 

Posi t ive  Reinforcement 

These traits we are discussing show the power of an assumptive attitude. Collectors 

should keep this attitude in all phases of the business. It works! In this case, the collector’s 

congratulatory remarks to the debtor act as positive reinforcement. No matter whether the 

debtor is telling the truth, the collector reinforces the debtor’s stated decision to pay by 

expressing gratitude and complimenting the debtor for his honesty. 

After that is done, the collector may then apply pressure in a friendly manner. The 

collector may ask the debtor as a favor to answer a few questions to make sure the debtor 

indeed gets credit for payment when it arrives. 

Then the collector may ask every question that the doubting collector asked in the 

preceding situation. Only this time the collector isn’t doubtful; instead, the collector is very 

helpful, or at least appears to be. Here is an example: 

Collector: Thank you, Mr. Debtor. You’re making the right decision. It’s honest people 

like you I like to work with. 

Debtor: Well, thank you. 

Collector: Would you do me a favor, please? 

Debtor: Sure. 

Collector: Would you give me a few facts about your check, so I can keep an eye out for 

it? That way when I find it I can make sure your payment is credited to your account. 

Debtor: All right. 

Collector: What was the check number and on what bank was it drawn? 

The collector also may ask when the check was mailed and how it was addressed. If 

payment is not made by check, the collector should find out whether to expect cash or 

money order.  

Should the debtor not have already actually mailed the payment, the debtor may be asked 

to pay over the phone with an electronic check. If this is the case then the collector needs to 

take all appropriate information for the payment. Otherwise the collector can ask the debtor 

who will be sending a physical check to address the envelope to the collector’s attention, in 

order to ensure that the payment receives personal attention. If an envelope was provided 
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for payment the collector may ask the debtor to return it to the collector’s attention for 

faster service. 

With this approach, the assertive collector succeeds when the aggressive collector might 

have failed.  

The assertive collector: increased the chances of getting payment, feels as if he has done 

the debtor a favor by motivating him to pay, feels good about himself because the account 

has been settled to the benefit of both company and debtor. 

 

Stumbling Blocks 

A talker tells others what he knows. A listener learns what others know. In the collection 

business, as in life, listening is important. Good collectors must find out what others know 

in order to locate and collect from debtors.  

Effective listening is an active process. It is a skill. It transcends the God-given talent of 

simply hearing. The failure to develop this skill is a stumbling block for some.  

The key to being a good listener is to treat each new call as the only call of the day.  

For example, a collector may have just been told by a debtor that the reason an account 

hasn’t been settled is because the debtor was laid off from a job. This may or may not be 

true. A collector who already has heard this same excuse a dozen times that same day may be 

tired of it. Consequently, the collector “tunes out” the debtor and, thus, stops listening. A 

good listener must learn to listen with fresh ears to each new conversation. 

Collectors can grow bored listening to a debtor. 

Listening also can be impeded when debtors make judgments that frustrate collectors. For 

example, how would a collector feel to be told that an account can’t be paid because the 

debtor recently took a trip to Hawaii? 

There are other factors that can interfere with the listening process. Perhaps the collector 

might be distracted by other activity in the office, such as lots of office foot traffic, excessive 

typing at nearby desks or people near them talking. 

Whatever the situation, effective collectors refuse to be controlled by distractions either 

from the debtor or in their own environments. Effective collectors learn methods for how to 

listen.  

Another hindrance is when the debtor is rude or non-responsive. A good listener 

conditions himself to ignore potentially volatile remarks. They can absorb a debtor’s anger 
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because in most cases the debtor is just a faceless name. A good listener knows how to listen 

to the message rather than the messenger.  Although the debtor may be irate, the debtor has 

no valid reason for being angry at the collector. The collector knows this, and, thus, can 

ignore remarks intended to draw a response. 

Effective collectors are slow to pass judgment. They develop thick skin. They can’t afford 

to be offended easily. Hanging up a telephone before collecting the debt is counter-

productive and plays right into the hands of the debtor. 

Instead, the collector should maintain a controlled attitude. If the debtor launches into 

verbal abuse, the collector may choose to laugh it off or ignore it. The latter tactic might 

even help to relieve tension that is all too present sometimes between debtor and collector. 

 

 

Ask Fact-Finding Quest ions 

Fact-finding questions begin with “Four W’s”—Who, What, When and Where. Never ask 

a debtor “Why?” This creates an opportunity for them to tell you why, which will almost 

always amount to an excuse. Remember your ultimate goal is not to gather information but 

to gather information that helps motivate the debtor to choose to pay. The questions are 

designed to find out as much as possible about the debtor’s personal situation so the 

collector can determine how to persuade the debtor to pay. 

Some examples of good fact-finding questions generally deal with times, methods and 

dates.  

What time was the payment mailed? 

In what form was the payment sent (Cash, check or money order)?  

When will you (the debtor) receive your next paycheck? 

Other good fact finding questions could be: 

What other bills do you owe? (To determine feasibility of reorganizing payments.) 

What is your weekly income? (To determine how much the debtor can pay.) 

What is your telephone number at work? (In addition to getting the phone number, the 

collector also learns if the debtor indeed is employed; it’s a positive way to ask the questions, 

where do you work?) 

What is your parent’s telephone number at work? (To ask a child when the debtor isn’t 

home.) 
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What length of time have you been employed at your job? (To determine if the debtor has 

the potential to secure a loan.) 

Where do you bank? (If a debtor has a savings and/or checking account, it further 

increases the chances of getting a loan.) 

Who could co-sign a loan for you? (Helps persuade the debtor to find a way to settle the 

account.) 

Who owns your house? (If owned by the debtor, the creditor can put a lien on it.) 

From whom can you borrow money? (Helps persuade the debtor to pay.) 

 

“How” questions also may be helpful. For example, “How much money is in your savings 

account?” If nothing else, the question prompts the debtor to admit whether or not he 

actually has a savings account. “How do you like your new job?” If the debtor has changed 

jobs, the question prompts the debtor to discuss the new employment. This could give a 

collector some valuable information, especially if the collector knows nothing about where 

the debtor is currently employed.  

Another good “how” question is, “How much money are you short of the balance in 

full?” This question is much better than, “how much can you pay?”  

Suppose the debtor owes $500. If a collector asks how much the debtor can pay on the 

account, the debtor may find it easy to commit to a low figure, such as $20 to $50, leaving an 

unpaid balance of $450 to $480. This is not good. Consider the effect if the collector asks 

“How much money are you short of the balance in full?” The debtor won’t feel as much at 

ease saying that he is $450 short of paying off a $500 balance. The debtor is well aware that 

such a statement won’t sound good to a collector.  

Before asking fact-finding questions, it might be a good idea to prepare debtors by asking 

for their permission to ask questions for the purpose of helping them settle the account. 

Otherwise, the debtors may think the collectors are being nosey and, consequently, 

brusquely terminate the conversation.  

 

The Right Words 

Collectors should be careful about their choice of words. Some words are positive and 

pleasing to the debtor’s ear. Some words are negative and can anger a debtor.  
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Here is a glossary of positive words a collector can use to persuade a debtor to pay: 

Guarantee:  I guarantee you will feel better when you pay this account in full. Worry-Free: 

Your life will be worry-free when you pay this account in full. Down Payment: Make a down 

payment on your credit record by paying on your account. If you can’t pay the full $1,000, 

make a down payment of $500, and the balance can be paid in installments. Definite: Let’s 

make definite arrangements on your account right now to clear the matter. Avoid: Avoid 

further action by paying this account in full. Agreement: Let’s work out an agreement to pay 

this account. (This word doesn’t sound quite as binding to a debtor as the word “contract,” 

which essentially means the same thing). Urgent: Your past due account is an urgent matter. 

Thank you: Thank you for working with me to settle this account. (Not too long ago, 

collectors acted like they weren’t allowed to say “thank you” to a debtor. The collection 

philosophy then was that the debtor should be thanking the collector for calling). Know: I 

know if you give this matter some serious thought, you can clear your account. Wouldn’t 

you: Wouldn’t you agree that everyone should pay his bills on time? Shouldn’t: Shouldn’t 

everyone pay his bills? Couldn’t you:  Couldn’t you see how you’d feel a lot better by paying 

your account today? 

 

Using positive words will increase a collector’s chances of getting payment from a debtor. 

Such words appeal to the debtor’s sense of security and fair play. They are not the least bit 

ambivalent and they will help prompt the debtor to agree with the collector.  

Such agreement is necessary. The more a debtor can agree with a collector on the minor 

points of the conversation (such as, “Wouldn’t you agree that everyone should pay his bills?” 

or “Couldn’t you understand how a clean credit report could make your life worry-free?”), 

the easier it will be for the debtor to agree on the major points, (such as, “Let’s arrange to 

pay off your account today.”). 

There are also words that turn off debtors. These are called negative words. They do not 

promote a collector’s best interest. They are words that indicate ambivalence, doubt and 

possible lack of trust toward the debtor. They should be avoided.  

 

The Wrong Words  

Can: Can you pay your bill today? (Perhaps the debtor can’t.) Think: I think we can make 

arrangements so that you can pay off your account. (The debtor wants to talk with the 
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collector who knows for certain that arrangements can be made, not one who just thinks an 

arrangement can be made). Would, Could: Would/Could you pay me today? (The collector 

sets himself up for the “no” answer). Try:  Will you try to pay this account today? (Trying 

doesn’t count; paying counts. A debtor can promise to try, but that doesn’t ensure payment). 

Maybe: Maybe you can take care of this account today. (Then again, maybe the debtor can’t 

take care of it. “Maybe” just isn’t a good word for collectors; it indicates doubt). Problem: 

What seems to be your problem, Mr. Debtor?  (Debtors don’t have problems they have 

reasons. Collectors have problems when debtors don’t pay. Debtors have reasons for not 

paying. “Problems” indicate serious malfunctions, hindrances, disease or maladies). Actually: 

Can you actually pay us? (This indicates that the collector is doubtful that the debtor will 

pay). Might: We might be able to make arrangements. (The debtor wants to know whether 

arrangements can be made. If a debtor is willing to pay, he shouldn’t be kept in suspense. 

Collectors can always make arrangements). Personally: Personally, I don’t care whether or 

not you pay this bill. It’s your credit that’s going to be ruined. I’ll get paid anyway. (This tells 

the debtor the collector doesn’t care about the account, making it easier for the debtor not 

to care, either). 

Other negative words include “probably,” “hopefully,” “surely” and “if.” Any word that 

indicates doubt is not good. Instead, collectors should choose strong words that indicate 

benefits to the debtor.  

Of course, a collector’s thoughts can be expressed both with positive and negative words. 

But often it’s not what the collector says, it’s how he says it that produces positive results or 

negative results.  

 

But, then, what should a collector say if a debtor cites an apparently sound reason for not 

paying an account? Should the account be written off? A good collector wouldn’t do that, at 

least not just yet. 

A collector’s job starts when a debtor refuses to pay. Effective collectors know how to 

turn refusals into agreements, how to turn stalls into action and how to turn reasons for not 

paying into reasons for paying in full. Collectors may automatically expect a debtor to refuse 

to pay at least once during the conversation. It is when the collector is confronted with a 

debtor’s refusal to pay that the collector gets creative. 
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All salespeople know that success depends upon persistence and perseverance. Successful 

collectors must persist after the first “no” if they want to collect delinquent debts. 

Sincerely, Spartan Reeves 
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Reeves gives his best lesson. John tells Jake he would love to pay something if only he had the money. But 

he doesn’t, he says. Having no money is the best answer Jake could have hoped to hear. Reeves writes, “This 

is what I call ‘Leading Them Down the Pathway to Discovery.’” Reeves writes about Motivating a person to 

Action. 

 

The week before Christmas Eve Reeves talked to Jake about the challenges of the final 

step of collecting—which is to actually collect something. “It is easy to talk about all of this,” 

he said. “It is another matter to actually ask a person to pay. Remember your goal is to ask 

for payment. Treating people well is part of the methodology. But if you don’t actually ask 

for something then all your good treatment amounts to is hot air.” 

Reeves knew what Jake was facing with the Winston accounts and wanted to encourage 

him to keep his wits about him and not to get entangled in a fight. But he didn’t want Jake to 

fail in doing his job.  

“It’s easy to see why some debt collectors have bad reputations,” Reeves said. “When they 

use threats and harassment to try and collect an account. The philosophy behind debt 

collection in the past was to demand payment under threat of repossession, ruined credit or 



	   50	  

possible court action, if not all three—at once! Threats and demands were the first and last 

things a collector offered to the debtor. It was a philosophy of war. Collections were viewed 

as a battle.” 

“Though these methods sometimes produce results,” he said, “It does not change the fact 

that these methods also cause a lot of problems. These methods create negative feelings and 

ill will. The debtor often feels degraded after being poorly treated. They may choose to pay 

but the business also pays a price. They lose a customer.” 

 

 

 “Jake, you stand to lose more than a customer on this one if you don’t handle yourself 

well,” Reeves said. “Remember that no matter what takes place, John Winston is your friend 

and you are his.” 

“This doesn’t mean you ignore doing your job,” Reeves said. “Firmness is necessary in 

collecting debts. You know this, but I have to remind you. Being respectful and friendly is 

vital, but if you are not also firm then you will not be doing your job and everyone will suffer 

for it. Including you.” 

It was the warning Jake needed. Reeves knew that because of Jake’s friendship with John, 

he had been a little slower to initiate the difficult requests and actions. Especially the final 

action of following through with the necessary repossession of John Winston’s property. 

One of the reasons this sad task of repossession was underway on Christmas Eve and not a 

week or even a day before was because Jake had been slow to file the papers.  

“How successful would collectors be if they merely accepted the debtor’s first refusal to 

settle an account?” Reeves said. “Sometimes firmness involves the reality of informing a 

debtor of repossession of goods, ruined credit, and possible court action. Like you have had 

to do with Winston. Firmness does not mean rudeness or terror, however. That is the 

difference between the old way of collecting debts and the Friendly but Firm way. Our way.” 

“Debtors are people, too,” Reeves said. “They’re not monsters. They are certainly not 

personal enemies. Friendly but Firm collectors realize this. They realize debtors are merely 

people in debt who are having a difficult time getting out of it. Perhaps at one time or 

another we’ve all walked in their shoes. This is the mindset a smart collector takes on.” 

“Remember. Effective debt collectors are actually great salespeople. They sell security.” 

This was Reeves’ favorite lesson. This was the value collectors had to offer when they went 
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to collect an account. “They offer to sell peace of mind to the debtor in exchange for the 

cash to settle the past due account. Instead of simply telling the debtor what the debtor is 

supposed to do, they instead sell the reasons to the debtor. They convince the debtor it is in 

their best interest to choose the right course of action themselves—the right course being 

the course of paying the debt in full.” 

“Jake, even though you will most likely have to oversee the repossession of John’s assets 

and the eviction from his farming properties, if you can help Jake come up with the $40,000 

payment on the lien against the house—at least—then you can help him buy time to save his 

home,” Reeves said. “This may be your most difficult task, motivating him to find that 

money someway, somehow.” 

 

“Never let yourself forget that a paid account spells happiness for everyone,” Reeves 

concluded. “The company or business is paid for its goods or services, and the collector has 

done his job. The debtor’s credit account with the business is restored or at least satisfied. 

Most of all, the debtor won’t have to worry any longer about the burden of dealing with 

collectors. Because let’s face it, even when we are shockingly pleasant it is still unpleasant 

dealing with us. You help remove at least some of that burden.” 

 

Plimpton and Winston approached the barns. They had walked more than a mile along 

the fencerow and around a pond to reach the buildings. Talking about memories and their 

childhoods as they walked, but also being quiet. They both loved this land. They both 

expected it would be in Winston’s family forever. Passed down to his children’s children. It 

was difficult knowing they may never walk together here again. 

Both of them were warm from the walk even though their faces were rosy from the 

freezing winds. 

By the time they came to the first barn they saw the truck drivers had already loaded most 

of the large machines. It was an incredible emptiness to peer into. It was the end not only of 

Winston’s efforts, but also the end of two generations of Winston family farming. The 

thought humiliated John. 

“They are not wasting any time are they,” Winston said to Plimpton. All the recent 

conversation of childhood memories gone like a breath and replaced by the cold truth of the 

moment.  
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“John, I really am sorry about this. I can’t imagine what this must be like for you,” 

Plimpton said, genuinely moved by the spectacle of the emptying of the barns and the 

seizing of what amounted to an entire way of life.  

A way of life that was closing. Jake was a part of it closing. Not responsible for it—he 

knew better than to accept any blame for his friend’s own decisions—but still a part of it. 

“John, I know you have been through a lot already today but we still have to deal with the 

$40,000,” Plimpton said, breeching the subject of his final request. “There is nothing you can 

do about the land and the machines. That is done. And there is nothing you can do about 

the assets you listed as collateral like your wife’s antiques. All of it is going to go today. But 

you can at least save your house. They will let you keep the house plus five acres with the 

right of way, of course. But you have to give them this. This little bit.” 

Winston said nothing and the two of them were quiet for a long time.  

Winston thought, ‘how could I ever come up with this kind of money when everything of 

value I had is owned by the bank?’  

He looked out over the snow and the land. All that land once represented his wealth. 

Nearly a thousand acres. On paper he was rich. But he borrowed against it. He borrowed 

against everything. In his desire to increase his wealth in real dollars he gambled, and with 

each gamble went deeper into loss until finally it was all gone. What lay under that snow 

used to be like dollars. Now it was nothing but empty ground.   

After a few frozen minutes Winston said with a voice of defeat, “Jake, I don’t have any 

money. There is no money. Nothing. I’m broke.” 

It was exactly what Plimpton had hoped to hear.  

Plimpton had one last secret weapon that he was about to pull out and he was hopeful it 

might work to help his friend. 

The secret weapon was what Reeves called “Leading the Person Down the Pathway to 

Discovery.” 
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How to Motivate a Person to Pay: By Spartan Reeves  

 

Once a collector has established a climate of harmony and developed rapport with the 

debtor it is time to motivate the debtor to settle the account. The three best ways to 

motivate the debtor to pay are: to use the debtor’s very own reason for not paying as the 

reason for paying, to inform the debtor of the many benefits of settling the account, and 

finally to appeal to the debtor’s own sense of pride, honesty, or anxiety. 

 

Use the Debtor ’s  Own Reasons 

Use the debtor’s stated reason for not paying to motivate the debtor to pay. Let’s say you 

are told a debtor can’t pay because he says he has experienced car trouble and has had to pay 

for unexpected car repairs. 

The collector can motivate the debtor to pay because he experienced car trouble. Good 

credit improves a person’s chances of getting a loan, which, in this case, the debtor could use 

to repair or replace the car while maintaining a good credit record.  

 

Show the Benef i t s  o f  Set t l ing the Account  

One of the benefits of a paid account is good or improved credit. The debtor gets an 

increase in purchasing power, freedom from worrying about a tarnished credit report, and 

peace of mind in knowing the collector won’t be calling back. 
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Appeal to the Debtor ’s  Pride or Anxiety 

If the debtor simply can’t or won’t be persuaded to pay, the collector may then appeal to 

the debtor’s sense of honesty and pride. If that fails, the collector must appeal to honest 

anxiety (but not antagonistic animosity) by firmly explaining the actions that must follow a 

refusal to pay. This is the last-resort. Let me say again: This is the last resort. 

If the debtor agrees to pay, the collector should use positive reinforcement. “Thank you. 

You’ve made the right decision. It’s honest people like you I like to work with.” Then the 

collector should review the agreement with the debtor and update his records. 

 

Collectors who adopt this strategy shouldn’t be surprised if they find they don’t have to 

complete the entire formula before getting payment. I wish I had a nickel for every debtor 

who stopped me in the initial stage and offered to settle his account simply because I treated 

him with respect and dignity. These debtors were so impressed and relieved that I didn’t try 

to bluster my way through the conversation that they paid me as a favor!  

Sincerely, Spartan Reeves 
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Jake leads John down the “pathway to discovery.” The Winstons and Plimptons occupy a pew together at 

the Christmas Eve candlelight service. The minister says, “On earth we have debts. These we must repay. But 

the ultimate debt can never be repaid. It can only be forgiven.” 

 

Winston and Plimpton returned to the farmhouse.  Walking back along the path the day 

seemed somehow brighter even though the snow had begun to fall again.  

‘There is something about a burden lifted that makes the whole world look different,’ 

John thought to himself.  

“Jake, it feels good to have some of this over with,” Winston said. “Now at least we have 

a clear idea for what my family and I will be doing with our lives in the next year. Or at least 

what we won’t be doing. We won’t be worrying about bill collectors and how to keep the 

farm going. There is a lot of freedom in letting lost things go, isn’t there?” 

“It’s true,” Jake said. “Now you and I can concentrate on saving your house.” 

John smiled. “Yeah, I guess we’re not out of the woods yet. But honestly, Jake. I 

appreciate all you have done to make this as painless as possible. There is no sense in 

stretching it out any longer though. The house is gone. There is no way my wife and I are 
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going to come up with $40,000 by the end of the day to satisfy the bank’s final payment 

offer.” 

“I have a secret weapon that’s going to help you,” Jake said. 

“I hope you do,” John said and laughed. “It’s going to take a secret weapon to win this 

battle.” 

“We call it ‘leading a person down the pathway to discovery,’” Jake said. “Are you ready?” 

 

 

 

This is how Reeves explained the secret weapon… 

 
Leading Them Down the Pathway to Discovery: By Spartan Reeves  

 

Some people think the worst thing a person can say to a collector is, “I don’t have any 

money.” But that’s not true.   

Some of the worst things a person can tell a collector might be: I am moving to Iraq and 

you won’t see me again; I filed for bankruptcy; I’m in jail; or I refuse to pay.  

But saying they have no money is not bad. It is actually one of the best things a person 

can tell a collector. 

When a person tells the collector they aren’t paying because they don’t have the money 

then it frees the debt collector to “lead them down the path to discovery” where they can 

locate money to pay their debt. 
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The first statement you use when you lead someone down the pathway to discover is this: 

“Well, I do know you want to pay, now don’t you?” 

Almost everyone will agree they want to pay. I would be surprised if one in a thousand 

people said “No, I have no desire to pay you.” Even with that one person who does say no, 

there is a way you can keep the conversation open with them.  

Imagine you are dealing with a person who has told you, “No, I don’t want to pay you.”  I 

say, “Well, I appreciate you sharing that with me. You must have a good reason for feeling 

that way.” Because usually we find that the person is just frustrated with the process or 

themselves and they are upset and want to vent their frustration. They don’t really mean that 

they don’t want to pay. Usually they are just looking for someone to hear their complaint.  

What you find is that if you let them tell you all the reasons why they don’t like you, why 

they don’t like the company you are calling for, or why they don’t like a product or 

something they have purchased, and you let them just get their complaint off their chest, 

they will be in a much more cooperative mood with you.  

Almost everyone will eventually agree that they want to settle their debt.  They will say 

something like, “Well, yes I want to pay.” 

This is when I say something like “I know the only reason you haven’t paid is because you 

don’t have any money, right?”  

And they say, “That’s right.” 

And I say, “If you had the money you would pay me, wouldn’t you?”  

And they think, “Well, you’re a genius. You totally understand me and my situation.”  

And then I say something like, “I know you are an honest person, aren’t you?”  

And I’ve never had anybody say, no I’m not honest, I’m a deadbeat and I’m proud of it.  

People always agree that they are honest. 

You get them saying all these “yes” answers. Then you say, “If you had the money you 

would pay me, wouldn’t you?” 

This is usually where you get a little resistance. People will say, “Well I wouldn’t pay you, I 

would pay my utilities, my mortgage,” or they list some other bill than what they owe me. 

But this is a good thing too because it reveals to you that the person cares about paying these 

bills.  

So I say, “If you could pay off all these bills then you would pay me, right?” And at this 

point they almost always agree.  
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What this has done is given me a priority list with them. I can see where I am on that 

priority list. Let’s say I am at number four, or that I can get them to put me at number four. 

That’s pretty good. The average debtor owes an average of eleven accounts, so if I can get 

myself to number four then I stand a good chance of getting paid.  

Now that I’ve led them down the path to discovering that they want to pay I will lead 

them down the path to discovering money sources they can reach in order to pay.  

Money sources include additional loans (sometimes it takes a private loan from family or 

friends because poor credit may prevent a bank or credit union loan); the selling of assets or 

stocks; the cashing in of retirement and life insurance; or even a fundraising drive.  

There is always some money to be found by anyone willing to get creative enough to look 

for it. This is leading a person down the pathway to discover. 

Sincerely, Spartan Reeves 

 

 

 

 

John stood and waited for Jake to explain himself. 

“I know you would love to save your house, wouldn’t you John,” Jake asked.  

“Yes, of course. It would be the greatest Christmas present ever for my wife,” John said. 

“She is devastated. But like I told you, I don’t have any money.” 

“You’ve said the magic words,” Jake said and smiled a big smile.  

“Ok, I’m listening,” John said. “You are smiling like a teen whose dad just said ‘yes’ to 

borrowing the antique Mustang for a weekend date. How is me saying ‘I have no money,’ 

somehow magic?” 

“Saying you can’t pay because of a lack of money is a lot better than saying you won’t pay 

because you lack the desire,” Jake said. “Saying you don’t have money is better than saying 

that you are packing up and moving to another country and giving up your U.S. citizenship 

so you never have to pay. I can help you find money. But I can’t help you find the will to 

pay. You see? Magic.” 

“Fair enough,” John said. “So let’s have it. Where is all this money I don’t know I have?” 
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Jake went to work like a forensics detective asking John detailed questions about John’s 

friends and about possible sources of money John had never thought about.  

It turned out that after a little investigation John remembered he and his wife both had life 

insurance policies their parents had begun for them and which they had paid some into as 

well. He had totally forgotten about it he said. It turned out that the cash out for both 

policies was almost $10,000.  John couldn’t believe it! Maybe Jake was right and maybe there 

was a way to save the house after all.  

Inspired by having already found 25 percent of what the bank needed by the end of the 

work-day John started making a list with Plimpton. They listed friends who had money they 

might loan to John. They listed charities the Winstons had supported over the years that 

might be willing to help them now that the Winstons were in a bind.  

After an hour the pair of them started calling on the list.  

“Jake, I feel like we are campaigning for political office!” John laughed.   

Within an hour they had found another $10,000.  By four o’clock the balance of the 

payment had been guaranteed. One of Winston’s biggest farm competitors had agreed to a 

two-year, no-interest loan of $15,000, which was the single largest contribution they 

received. 

“I’ve never had to ask for help before, Jake,” Winston said to his friend. “But I have to 

admit it wasn’t so difficult once we got started. I guess our lives have touched a lot of people 

over the years. It just never occurred to me these people could help, or would even want to 

help. When this day started I only saw the worst in the world. Now I see the best in people.” 

The two friends stood at the window of Winston’s kitchen, empty of his wife’s father’s 

table and other antiques now, and looked out at a pale yellow sun setting over white fields. 

For all the pain and sadness John had felt—and still felt—he had never expected this 

outcome. He never believed they could keep the house. 

“Jake, I’m sorry for the things I said to you this morning,” Winston said to Plimpton. “I 

was just not myself.” 

Jake didn’t have to comment. Their friendship was secure. 

“I can still hardly believe how this is working out,” John said. “I can’t wait to tell my wife. 

She is out for the day. I am going to call her and tell her to change her plans and to go ahead 

and meet me at the church tonight for the candlelight service. We weren’t going to go.” 

“You can’t miss the candlelight service, John!” Jake said. “Nothing in life is that bad.” 
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They both laughed. Even with such great loss it was still Christmas Eve after all.  

 

That night the Winston’s and Plimptons shared a pew at the church candlelight service. 

Being that their community was small, and the church even smaller, few were unaware of 

what had been taking place with the Winstons and Plimptons that afternoon. Seeing both 

families sharing a pew said more to everyone than any comment ever could. 

The minister, moved by the sight of the two families sitting together, put down his 

prepared notes. He looked out over the room of familiar faces and spoke from his heart.  

“The Christmas story is about a debt,” he said. “Which is something a lot of people might 

not think about.” 

“We are like Charlie Brown when he asks in frustration during a Christmas Eve pageant, 

‘Isn’t there anyone who knows what Christmas is all about?’ Linus gives Charlie Brown his 

answer by reading the Christmas story from the Gospel of Luke. Christmas is about the 

arrival of a Savior. But what is he saving people from? Their debt for their ‘badness’.” 

“The Christmas story is a debt collection story,” he said. “The reason the little baby was 

born in the manger and the shepherds rejoiced with angels singing in the night heavens, is 

because finally mankind would be set free from its debt.” 

The people sat straight in their pews. The minister had never talked so openly like this 

before. And the sincerity of his message wasn’t lost on the families who it mattered to the 

most. The Winston’s and Plimptons looked at one another and smiled. John and Jake 

reached out and held their wives.  

“Debt,” the minister said. “We all have debt. And every debt must be paid. Earthly debts 

we have to figure out for ourselves. But the debt we owe to God, is something we could 

never afford. Because it isn’t about money. So, thank God for mercy and grace. Thank God 

for his ultimate payment for us all.”  

“And thank God for giving a heart to the debt collector here in our community,” he said 

and laughed. 

The direct reference to the situation of the two families gave everyone a feeling of 

lightness. Everyone laughed and the choir began to sing. “Hark the herald, angels sing, glory 

to the new born King, peace on earth and mercy mild, God and sinner reconciled…”  
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John and Jake tilted two candles together passing the light of joy one to another and along 

their pew as they joined in the singing in the hushed light of a Christmas Eve without the 

pain of burden. 
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Author Bill Arnold talks about the most important fundamental for success: Courage. 

 

In my book The Five Fundamentals of Common Sense Success (which can be ordered on our 

website FREE as an electronic book and almost free as a printed book at 

commonsensesuccess.net) the last section is dedicated to Courage. It just as well could be 

the first section. For Courage underlines all our success. The five fundamentals of success 

are Dedication, Belief, Control, People Skills and Courage. But nothing upholds them all like 

courage. 

  

A quote often attributed to the conqueror Napoleon is, “Imagination rules the world.” I 

rather think it is courage that does the ruling. Without courage a person doesn’t dare imagine 

some of the dreams that come to guide a life. 

Of the five fundamentals for Common Sense Success, which would you think is the 

most important that separates successful people from failures? 

Many people might think Dedication is most important. Charting a specific course of 

action and devoting yourself to following it is a necessary ingredient to success. Yet, many 
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dedicated people fail to reach their destinations because they get sidetracked during their 

trips. 

Some people might think Belief is most important. Yet, belief is probably the most 

fragile ingredient of success. The world is full of critics and mediocre people who would 

discourage you. As a result, your belief system may shatter like a piece of glass dropped on a 

concrete floor. 

Control must be the most important fundamental, right? After all, if a person can control 

his or her actions, he or she could do almost anything, right?  

Yet, if a person’s dedication and belief fades, self-control is apt to do likewise. After all, 

the incentive to control your actions is likely to fade fast if you don’t know where you’re 

going and seriously doubt you could get there, even if you did. 

Could People Skills be the most important trait supporting success? Not by a long shot. 

The world is full of nice, polite failures. 

The fact of the matter is simple. None of these four fundamentals is any more – nor any 

less – important than the other. If one fundamental diminishes, at least one or all of the 

others is likely to diminish with it. 

However, there is a fundamental that separates successful people from failures. With this 

fundamental, a person can maintain his or her Dedication, Belief, Control and People Skills 

even during times of extreme discouragement. 

This fundamental is Courage. It takes courage to succeed, because courage is what pulls 

together the previous four ingredients of success.  

Courage is what will make you maintain your dedication at times when you’d rather not. 

When you are tired and scared. It will help you nurture your belief system at times when the 

world seems to ridicule you for trying, and when even you believe you might fail. Courage 

will help you keep going. It will help you keep control when your every fiber wants to run 

amok. It will help you maintain your people skills at times when you’d rather explode and tell 

that obstinate so-and-so who is the cause of your headache to swallow an Alka-Seltzer – 

without water. 

To put it simply, successful people take courage to put into practice all the other traits 

when everything about them says the only logical thing to do is to let go and quit. 

So be courageous in your practicing the principles displayed in this book. Be courageous 

to just ask for what you want. Be courageous to put people first. Be courageous to create an 
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atmosphere with people that will enable you to reach a common goal. Be courageous to take 

the time and effort required to build rapport. Finally be courageous to motivate a person to 

take action to do what you are asking of them. Ask. Ask in a way you would only ask a 

friend. Be friendly. But be firm. You have a job to do after all. And in the end everyone will 

benefit from your dedicated, thoughtful effort.  

 

 

 

 
 
 


