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Get to the root
cause of payables
pain points
...and overcome
them
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Despite recent technological advances and the abundance of best
practices shared in the financial community, many organizations still
face the familiar payables pain points they've endured for years.
At the same time, companies are embracing the changes in digital
technology and achieving huge efficiency savings, allowing them to
take on more value-adding work.
sharedserviceslink and SAP Ariba conducted a research survey to
help understand the current state of Accounts Payable (AP) and
where the biggest opportunities for improvement are.
We surveyed over 150 shared services professionals. This report is
part one of three, and focuses on the responses of the shared
services professionals that are looking to improve their
payables process.
Read on for our findings:

About the respondents
What is your company’s annual revenue
(in USD)?
Less than
$1 billion

More than
$10 billion

25%

36%

7%
$1-2 billion

9%

23%
$2-5 billion

$5-10 billion

Where are you located?

44%

36%

9%
9%

2%

Eastern
Europe

Western
Europe

North
America

Asia

Middle East
and Africa

Our respondents are mainly from large companies. 75% of
respondents have over $1bn revenue, with 36% over $10 bn.
The majority of the respondents are from North America and Europe.

Priorities, challenges and
pain points
What are your top 3 priorities over the
next 12-18 months?
%
68
68%

Procure-to-Pay automation
Improving the current rate
of electronic invoicing
Working capital management

%
46
46%

(Dynamic Discounting, Payment Terms
Management, Supply Chain Financing)

%
40
40%

Implementing a supplier
portal or supplier self-service

%
32
32%

Rolling out electronic invoicing

%
23
23%

Electronic workflow for
invoice approvals

%
22
22%

Scanning/outsourcing
paper invoices

%
18
18%

P2P automation, e-invoicing, and working capital management
are the top priorities.

How would you rate your current
payables process?
Excellent
We are highly efficient
with excellent visibility

Poor
We have significant probems
in our payables process

5

% 2%

Fair
The payables
process is
adequate, but
there are
some
problems that
we need to
address

23%

Good
We are relatively
efficient with
decent visibility

29%

Mixed
There is a good
process in some
areas of the
business, but not
in others

41%

While 31% of respondents rate their payables process good or
excellent, 69% see room for improvement in all or part of the
payables process.

Which of the following pain points do
you have regarding payments?
Lack of visibility
into payment
status (leading to
supplier queries)

%
43
68%

We have a
manual, checkbased payment
process

%
26
46%

Don’t have
suppliers’
electronic bank
information

%
20
40%

Fraud risk

%
14
32%

Difficulty sending
timely and complete
remittance
information

%
12
23%

High rates of
duplicate
payments

%
822
%

The major pain point in payables is lack of visibility into
payment status.
Over a quarter struggle with a manual, check-based process.
This is felt mostly by North American companies.
Risk of fraud ranks lower in the list at 14%, but further survey
results show that 43% of respondents have experienced at
least one instance of fraud in the last year.

So how do you get to the
root of these payables
pain points?
Pain
point

1

Lack of visibility into payments
Among our respondents, the biggest pain
point in the payables process is a lack of
visibility into payment status.

How many calls/emails are you receiving
weekly, regarding payment status?
23%

22

%

17%
14%
10%
8%

6%

0-20

21-50

51-80

81-100

100-500

500-1000 More than
1000

37% of respondents get over 100 calls and emails per week from
suppliers asking when they will be paid or confirming whether
invoices were received.

500

8

Calls per
week

Minutes
per call

Assuming an
average of 8
minutes per call or
email, that’s about
1.6 FTEs dedicated
FTEs needed purely to answering
Hours
per year just for handling
supplier queries.
enquiries

2176

1.6

How many invoices do you process
per year?
More than
1 million

Less than
100,000

21%

24%

22%
500,000 1 million

33%

100,000 500,000

Our respondents also have high invoice volumes. 76% process
over 100,000 invoices per year.

What percentage of your invoices are
coming in through the following methods?
27% Those with e-invoicing
38% All

% Paper

% PDF/email

25%
31%

% Scanned

12%
14%

% E-invoicing
network

23%
9%

% EDI

9%
6%

% Supplier
portal

4%
2%

Amongst all respondents, 69% of invoices, on average, are arriving
via paper or PDF/email, and only 17% are arriving in a way that
would give suppliers visibility into invoice status (E-Invoicing, EDI, or
supplier portal).
Focusing only on those that do have e-invoicing capability, on
average, only 23% of invoices are arriving via an e-invoicing network.

Getting to the root of poor visibility
Poor visibility into payment status makes it
difficult for suppliers to forecast their cash flow,
and requires AP staff to field many supplier
calls about payment status. While the
technology exists to provide suppliers with
real-time invoice and payment status, this
requires that they move off paper and support
an electronic process.

Pain
point

2

Manual, check-based processes
Over a quarter of respondents still struggle
with manual, check-based payment
processes. However, this appears to be a
regional issue, affecting mainly North
American companies.

Do you struggle with a manual-check
based process?
12%

39

%

39% of respondents based in the US or Canada say they struggle
with a manual check-based process, while only 12% of
respondents in Europe identified this as a pain point.

What percent of your total payment transactions
are still via paper check?
>75%

Europe

0%
9%

North America

51% - 75%

0%
27%

26%-50%

0%
27%

11%-25%

9%
32%

<10%

61%
5%

0%

30%
0%

On average, North American companies have significantly more
payments by check than European companies.

Getting to the root of
manual payments
A manual, check-based payment process−
mainly an issue for North American survey
respondents−prevents visibility into payment
status and is likely to contribute to other
processing issues such as duplicate
payments. Electronic payments, common in
Europe, can prevent these problems.

Pain
point

3

Risk of fraud
While only 14% of respondents reported
fraud as a pain point, it’s one that exposes
companies to negative publicity, and is a
significant source of risk.

How many known issues of supplier payment
fraud have occurred within the past year at
your company?
More than 10

7 to 10
3 to 6

% 3%
3
%

5
1 to 2

32%
57%
None

43% of respondents report at least one issue of fraud in the last year.

Do you store suppliers’ bank account information
within your IT environment or externally?
I don’t know

External environment
houses supplier
bank account data

3

%

9%

Company IT
environment
houses
supplier bank
account data

88%
88% of respondents store suppliers’ bank account information
within the company’s IT environment and only 3% use external
sources to store supplier data.

Getting to the root of fraud risk
Poor payment practices can increase your risk
of fraud. Holding suppliers' bank account
information in an internal system without
strong security and proper controls can raise
risk. While only 14% cited fraud as a pain point,
43% reported at least one incidence of fraud in
the past year. So attention to fraud risk is an
important component of a payables strategy.

Conclusions
Our survey shows that the top three pain points negatively
impacting payables operations are: lack of visibility, manual,
check-based processes and risk of fraud. Here are some
recommendations on how to move forward.

Step

1

Step

2

Step

3

Reduce the inflow of paper to improve
visibility and unburden Accounts Payable.
Paper invoices complicate invoice processing, keep
suppliers in the dark about invoice status and
payment timing, and limit opportunities to take early
payment discounts. With paper, AP spends too much
time validating invoices and responding to supplier
phone calls and emails. Electronic invoicing can
relieve this burden.

Prioritize electronic payments, and ensure
you can include adequate remittance detail.
For many regions of the world, paper checks are
relics of the past, but in North America, many
organizations still struggle with paper. For those of
you embracing electronic payments, make sure you
can include detailed remittance information.
Otherwise, you won't have the visibility your suppliers
and your AP team need to fully leverage the
capabilities of electronic payments.

Get proactive about risk in your
supply chain.
It takes only one high profile incidence of fraud to
damage your reputation. Both manual payment
processes and maintaining supplier bank account
information on internal systems can raise your
fraud risk.
Don’t wait until it happens to you. Examine the risk
of fraud in your supply chain and the opportunities
to keep your supplier information secure and
up-to-date, perhaps engaging a third party that
has expertise in this area.

For more detailed insight into this report,
watch this webinar.

About SAP Ariba
SAP® Ariba® is the marketplace for digital business, creating
frictionless exchanges between millions of buyers and suppliers
across the entire source-to-pay process. Our market-leading
solutions enable companies to simplify collaboration with their
trading partners, make smarter business decisions and extend
their collaborative business processes with an open technology
platform. More than two million companies use SAP Ariba
solutions to connect and collaborate around nearly one trillion in
commerce on an annual basis. To learn more about the
company’s offerings and the transformation they are driving, visit
www.ariba.com/solutions/financial-supply-chain-management
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