
Bad debt (Beating the bad payers) 

I. Find the information 

You are going to read an article about how bad debt is affecting small businesses in the UK 

and what can be done about the problem. Read the first five paragraphs and complete the 

statements. 

1. ______per cent of small businesses say that late payments are a major issue. 

2. Small businesses were owed _____ in late payments. 

3. ______in five companies go bust because of bad debt. 

4. _______in five companies have refused to do business with late payers. 

Beating the late payers 
 

New research suggests that many companies are getting tough with late payers. 

Adapted from The Independent, by David Prosser, 28 January 2013 

 

1 How do small and medium-sized enterprises deal with persistent late payers that damage their 

cash flow and make it difficult to survive? 

2 There is no doubt that late payments continue to be a problem -- 85 per cent of small 

businesses say it has been a major issue over the past two years, while nearly half say their most 

consistently difficult debtors are paying late three times a year or more. According to the 

payments organisation, Bacs, small businesses in the UK were owed £36bn in late payments. 

3 We know how difficult late payments can be. Data suggests that one in five small businesses 

go bust because of bad debt. And business owners that survive often have to use their own funds 

or borrow against their personal assets, while waiting for payment. 

4 There are some things that business can do to protect themselves -- conducting credit checks 

on customers, chasing bad debts more efficiently, or demanding payment upfront. But the 

problem still exists and has got steadily worse during this economic downturn. 

5 We may soon see a new stage in the war, however. Many companies are now simply refusing 

to do business with their most persistent late payers. One in five companies say that over the past 

year they have refused to do business with customers who have paid late in the past. 

6 This is the extreme option, of course. But in the end, if a customer is prepared to do financial 

damage to a business by repeatedly not paying their bills on time, what other choices do owners 

have? 

7 If more small businesses take this approach, it is likely to be more effective -- especially if they 

work together. A customer that knows its business won't be accepted anywhere if it fails to pay 

on time is much more likely to be a timely payer. It's a small world out there. In many industries, 

small businesses know their competitors and their customers very well. By working with each 

other, they can produce a "blacklist" of customers who won't settle their bills. 

8 This could work with smaller customers. Bigger businesses, however, are less likely to feel 

threatened by a boycott from one sector or area of the country. 

9 If the campaign is organised effectively, however, it should be possible to take on even the 

largest organisations. 

10 For small businesses, the culture of late payments creates two problems: firstly, they are more 

likely to be treated poorly because bullying the small guy is the easy option. Secondly, they are 

less likely to have the cash reserves needed to cope with the situation. And if customers pay your 

business late, it becomes harder to settle your own bills on time. 

11 By working together, however, small businesses can take much more aggressive action, and 

they should not hesitate to do that. The late payments cycle is damaging everybody's business – 

as well as the wider economy. 

 

 



II. Phrases from the text 

What can small businesses do to cope with late payments? Read paragraphs 3-5 again and 

complete the phrases below with the infinitive form of verbs from the text: 

1. conduct credit checks on customers 

2. ________against personal assets 

3.________ bad debts more efficiently 

4. ________payment upfront 

5.__________ to do business with customers who have paid late in the past 

III. Checking understanding 

Read the rest of the article and put `T' (True) or `F' (False) next to the statements below. 

Explain why the false statements are wrong. 

1. Small businesses can deal with the problem of late payments more effectively if they work 

together. 

2. Most small businesses cannot know which of their customers are likely to be late payers. 

3. Boycotts work well for all types of customers. 

4. It is impossible to beat the largest organisations. 

5. Large companies are more likely to treat small companies badly. 

6. Small companies often do not have the cash reserves to cope with bad debt. 

7. Late payments are only damaging to small businesses. 

IV. Find the word 

Find a word or phrase in the text which means: 

1. not soft (adjective, SUBTITLE) __________ 

2. continuing to behave in a certain way, stubborn (adjective, P1) _______ 

3. not late (two-word phrase, P6) _______ 

4. at the right time (adjective, P7) _________ 

5. deal with, manage (phrasal verb, P10) __________ 

6. pay what you owe (verb, P10) _________ 

7. pause before you do something, often because you are uncertain or nervous about it (verb, 

P11) ______ 


