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On December 15, 2015, a press release came 
across the news wires announcing a $4.3 
billion deal. It was the acquisition of Heart-
land Payment Systems by Global Payments. 
At a glance, the deal appeared no different 
from the countless other large acquisition 

deals that have come across the wires – a cash-and-stock 
transaction for $100 a share that would combine two of 
the world’s largest card processing companies. However, 
for Heartland founder and CEO Robert O. Carr, the deal 
meant far more: it was the culmination of four decades of 
doggedly fighting back from failures and a testament to 
the power of honesty and transparency in business. It was 
also confirmation that his approach to selling, which defied 
the advice of countless consultants and went against many 
industry standard practices, was a winning formula.

Highs and Lows
To fully appreciate the height on which Carr stood last 
December, you first have to grasp the depth of his many 
lows. This is a man whose financial life had been marked 
by more peaks and valleys than the Himalayas.

In his new autobiography, Through the Fires (GSBF 
Media, 2016), Carr takes readers along on his turbulent 
journey. In summary, it looks like this (you might want to 
buckle up here): Graduating from college with degrees in 
math and computer science, he landed two lucrative jobs, 
which he later gave up to start his own consulting com-
pany. The company struggled. His wife left. One day in 
1976, he walked out of his apartment to find his car being 
repossessed. A few years later, he was served an eviction 
notice for past-due mortgage payments.

Through all these setbacks, Carr persevered and his con-
sulting business eventually gained traction. As he climbed 
toward success again, he was recruited to run a payment 
processing company – only to learn upon arriving that it 
was deeply in debt. He left to start a new company, Credit 
Card Software Systems (CCSS), with two partners who 
subsequently walked out – convinced the company was 
going nowhere. Once again, through hard work, Carr built 
CCSS into a stable business and, just as it was starting to 
grow, it was hit with a fraud that cost it $110,000 – money 
Carr didn’t have. 

With the help of a friend who agreed to work in sales for a 
year without salary so Carr could pay the fraud charges, CCSS 
recovered and began doing well enough to pay Carr a livable 
salary. And that’s when the two former partners showed up 
on his doorstep and pointed out a clause that gave one of 
them control of the company in the event of a break-up. They 
took over the company and Carr was back on the street.

The Wisdom of Presidents
How do you keep getting up when life keeps knocking you 
down? For Carr, an amateur student of the U.S. presidents, 
the answer is summed up in a quote by Calvin Coolidge: 
“Nothing in the world can take the place of persistence. Tal-
ent will not; nothing is more common than unsuccessful men 
with talent. Genius will not; unrewarded genius is almost a 
proverb. Education will not; the world is full of educated der-
elicts. Persistence and determination alone are omnipotent.” 

Knocked down again, Carr started another business that 
got the attention of Larry Schiffer, chairman of the board of 
Heartland Bank. Carr and Schiffer met in November 1996. Ten 
days after the meeting, Schiffer gave Carr a $100,000 loan 
to establish Heartland Payment Systems, a company that pro-
cesses credit card transactions for a variety of businesses. It 
was the first income Carr had seen in more than six months.

Heartland was an immediate success. “We grew so rap-
idly that we could scarcely keep pace with demand,” Carr 
writes in Through the Fires. “By the end of March 1998, we 
were processing 1,000 new customer contracts a month.” 
In 2001, they sold about 50 percent of the company for $40 
million.” At age 56, Carr, the “overnight” success, was rich.

Crisis Response
Anyone following the news announcement about Heart-
land’s acquisition back in December 2015 might have 
paused to wonder how a company that was less than 20 
years old had come to be worth $4.3 billion. While there 
are countless decisions that led to its success, two fac-
tors stand out as being defining elements of Heartland: 
its sales approach and its ground-breaking response to a 
2009 crisis. Both of these saw Carr taking a stand against 
popular opinion and accepted practices to do what he 
thought was right. And both have redefined how compa-
nies approach sales and crisis management.
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First, the crisis. 
In January 2009, Heartland’s computer systems were 

breached on what Carr calls “a devastating scale.” It 
would later be called the largest security breach in history, 
with credit and debit card numbers and information for 
millions of transactions potentially exposed. Carr knew this 
could be the end of Heartland. 

The company responded immediately, reporting the 
information to law enforcement authorities and filing 
the required disclosure with the SEC – everything it was 
legally required to do. But Carr felt the company need-
ed to do more. He wanted to tell his employees and 
customers what had happened and what it meant. That 
required him to also announce the breach to the public. 
Other Heartland leaders, lawyers, and the crisis response 
team fought against him, saying the company could 
better protect its reputation if they kept quiet about the 
whole thing. Carr argued that they were ethically bound 
to fully disclose the problem.

As he writes in Fires, “We had a corporate culture at 
stake. All along, we had been saying that we were a differ-
ent kind of company. And we had behaved like a different 
kind of company. But when we are faced with trouble, I 
challenged my leadership team, are we just going to duck 
and dive like everybody else?...How does our brand and 
reputation for transparency survive by disclosing only the 
bare minimum about this disastrous breach?”

After many hours of intense argument, Carr ordered his 
chief counsel to send the announcement to the New York 
Stock Exchange. He then held a conference call with all 
Heartland employees to explain what had happened and 
directed them to call their customers to inform them of the 
breach and of Heartland’s plan to fix it.

As he expected, the stock plummeted as headlines across 
the country spread the news of the breach. Carr was forced 
to sell his stock for just $3.45 a share (down from a high of 
$33) and borrow 500,000 shares from the trusts of his children 
to pay off margin loans. “I had been worth $330 million – and 
now it was gone,” he says. “I had been the largest stockhold-
er in the company – and now I did not own a single share.” 

But almost as quickly as the storm came, it began to 
clear. Carr’s openness started being held up as a model for 
crisis response. Business Week published an article about 
what other companies could learn from Heartland. Other 
media outlets and public relations experts commented 
that Heartland had strengthened its brand through its 
response to the crisis. The company’s stock price rose to 
$15 by the fall of 2009 and kept climbing until its sale last 
year at $103.09 per share. Through it all, Carr and his team 
saved every one of Heartland’s 2,500 jobs and all but 2 
percent of its 150,000 customers. 

“When you are willing to show people your warts, and 
not try to cover up things that are unpleasant,” observes 
Carr, “the customers are more likely to trust your word 
about everything else.”

Industry-Defying Sales Practices
Today, when he is asked what he is most proud of in his 
business career, Carr acknowledges the data breach 
response as a standout moment. But he also points to the 
Heartland sales team. Carr says he “considers develop-
ment of a winning sales organization to be one of the most 
important successes of my career.” Why? Just as he did 
with the data breach, he bucked the trends, creating poli-
cies that go against traditional sales approaches – and that 
worked spectacularly. In fact, when asked what he would 
do today if he had to start a sales force from scratch, Carr 
responds without hesitation: “I would implement the same 
policies we have in effect today.” 

So what are the policies that make the Heartland sales 
model so different from most? Six things:

1. No territories. Although reps are hired to work oppor-
tunities on, say, the north side of Chicago, they are free to 
work any opportunity they find – anywhere in the country – 
that is not already being worked by another rep. “With the 
Internet, territories don’t make sense,” says Carr.

2. Player-coach strategy. Heartland has a rung on the 
sales structure called Territory Manager. It’s a bit of a 
misnomer as this group isn’t responsible for managing 
territories – they are responsible for managing three 
to four people. Carr is clear that these are not sales 
managers. They are salespeople who manage on a 
small scale. One of the benefits of this “player-coach” 
strategy is that it gives sales reps a no-jeopardy op-
portunity to try out a management role to see if it is 
something that is right for them. If they don’t like it, 
they can return to the rep role; if they do, they can keep 
growing into management ranks. Carr says about half 
the reps who become territory managers ultimately 
decide management isn’t for them and step back down 
to the rep level.

3. Revenue ownership. Heartland gives ownership of 
revenue to “vested” salespeople – those who reach a 
certain level of sustainable business. It takes most solid 
performers a year to a year and a half to become vested. 
Once they do, they earn portfolio equity, which Heartland 
will buy back at 30 times its monthly value. 

4. Signing bonus for new reps. When a new commis-
sioned salesperson first starts working for Heartland, the 
company pays the person six months of estimated mar-
gin (revenue minus true direct costs). This policy gives 
the new hire a paycheck every Friday as they first begin 
to make sales. After a year, Heartland trues up the initial 
check based on the rep’s performance. 

5. Three strikes, you’re out. Carr is known for leading 
with compassion and kindness, but he admits he isn’t very 
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compassionate with salespeople who aren’t performing. 
Reps must produce a minimum of $6,000 of new margin 
per month. If a rep misses this target in three out of any 
four months, they are gone. “We learned the hard way 
that, if you let people not produce or not perform, it 
brings down the whole company,” says Carr. When the rule 
was first put into place in 2010, Heartland quickly lost half 
its sales force – but key metrics soared. Before the rule, 
average monthly production was $2,500 per rep; today, it 
is $8,500. Moreover, today’s sales team is producing more 
than $10 million per month – more than twice the amount 
the larger pre-2010 sales team produced. 

6. All-star compensation category. Sales reps who 
produce more than $10,000 a month for at least eight 
months in a 10-month period become All-Stars and their 
residual compensation is increased by one-third. “We 
have created so many All-Stars I just can’t believe it,” 
says Carr. “In 2010, we had about 30 All-Stars. Today, 
it’s about 200 in any given month.” How does Heartland 
afford it? Production efficiency. With so much revenue 
coming from so few people, Heartland shares its wind-
falls with the people who produce them.

One final aspect of Carr’s unique selling model: the 
core components have never changed. While it has been 
tweaked to plug holes and prevent abuse, the basic 
structure, policies, and philosophy of the sales model have 
remained unchanged since the company processed its 
first card transaction in 1997. “In other companies, sales 
reps get successful and then, all of a sudden, their territory 
shrinks or their commission is reduced because the com-
pany or the new CEO or new CFO thinks the rep is making 
too much money,” Carr observes. 

Heartland would never make those changes because 
they aren’t right. They aren’t treating others the way Carr 
insists on always treating others – with dignity, respect, and 
straightforward honesty. For Carr, it’s the only way to do 
business and the only way to live. 

When Robert Carr was a 
senior in high school, 
he was awarded a 
$250 scholarship from 

the Lockport (Illinois) Women’s Club. 
He was overwhelmed that someone 
would give him money for college 
simply because he needed it. He 
remembers thinking: “Someday, I’m 
going to give that back.”

Boy, has he paid it back.
When Heartland Payment Systems’ 

balance sheet improved dramatically 
in 2001, he sent a check for $5,000 to 
the Lockport Women’s Club, thank-
ing them for their support of him all 
those years earlier. When the group 

invited Carr to attend their 100th 
anniversary meeting, he made an im-
promptu decision to donate $100,000 
to pay five $20,000 scholarships for 
local students in financial need. 

Still wanting to do more, Carr 
launched the Give Something Back 
Foundation, which aims to put at 
least 2,000 poor and working-class 
kids through college. It is well on 
the way to reaching that goal. 
Initially, the foundation selected 12th 
graders as scholarship recipients; 
today, they choose 9th graders in or-
der to give them something to aim 
for during high school. Students 
who are chosen for a scholarship 

must maintain a B average, stay off 
drugs, and exhibit good conduct 
throughout grades 9-12. Mentors 
and tutors work with the students to 
help keep them on track. 

So far, 87 percent of those who 
are selected in 9th grade go on to 
college and 96 percent of those 
graduate from college in four 
years. “The students are so appre-
ciative that someone is interested 
in them and invested in their suc-
cess, they don’t want to disappoint 
us,” says Carr, adding that his 
greatest inspiration today is put-
ting kids, who wouldn’t otherwise 
be able to go, through college.

The Heartland Sales Structure:

1  N AT I O N A L  S A L E S  M A N A G E R

9  R E G I O N A L  S A L E S  M A N A G E R S

100 D I V I S I O N  M A N A G E R S

300 T E R R I T O R Y  M A N A G E R S

1,000 S A L E S P E O P L E

How $250 Is Rescuing Thousands of Disadvantaged Students

HOW HEARTLAND DRIVES SALES 

Tony Capucille, Chief Sales Officer of Heartland Payment Systems 
offers an inside view of the company's Sales Operations Center.


