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Introduction

Historically, Accounts Payable has been viewed as a pure cost of doing business, making the expense of buying, installing 
and maintaining software and hardware to automate Accounts Payable processing difficult to justify. But as companies 
look high and low for ways to conserve capital, they are finding potential they can’t ignore in Accounts Payable when 
they address the challenges of manual processing:

 §  Receiving and collating invoices from different suppliers in different formats — mail, fax, email, EDI — and costs 
associated with manual document routing, shipping, couriers, storage, etc. 

 §  Data capture and errors associated with manual data entry in accounting systems, and labor-intensive processes 
required to input data linked to different costs centers

 §  Approval lead times extended by manual routing and sign-off procedures involving individuals in different departments 
or locations

 §  Payment delays and inability to capitalize on financial benefits associated with payment schedules, such as taking 
discounts for early payments and avoiding late fees for late payments

 §  Reporting and audits of invoice processing and payments to match document flow with the accounting system

 §  Risk of document loss or damage, as invoices are received at multiple input points and may be routed or classified 
incorrectly, which increases archive and compliance costs

Businesses can no longer overlook the high costs and inefficiency 
of having staff spending so much time scrambling to enter invoices, 
get the necessary signatures for approval of payment, file invoices 
and retrieve them. While companies may have tolerated this 
situation in the past, most can not afford to miss out on savings and 
run risks to their credit rating and regulatory compliance standing. 
They need to capture invoices quickly and accurately, be able 
to prioritize top vendors, know where invoices are in the approval 
process and have immediate access to the documents as needed.

Accounts Payable departments relying on manual processes are 
finding that adding staff does not solve the inherent problem. 
They remain limited in their ability not only to minimize per-invoice 
costs but also to improve productivity. Financial planning, vendor 
relationships and inter-enterprise communication may suffer.

Automation is the answer
Companies recognize the value of automating Accounts Payable. Research by Aberdeen Group found that more than 
half of organizations surveyed say Accounts Payable is strategic — up from 40% in 2006. The Institute of Management 
and Administration (IOMA) reports that major drivers for implementation of automated Accounts Payable are large 
transaction volumes, pressures to reduce costs and impact on cash flow. At the same time, companies are looking for 
solutions to implement quickly at low cost with minimal complexity, and deliver ROI in as little as three to six months.

Software as a Service delivers the benefits
Today these benefits are available through the Software as a Service (SaaS) model. Essentially, all you need is an Internet 
connection. With the advancement of SaaS technologies, on-demand solutions have become increasingly prevalent. 
Gartner Group estimated the SaaS market at $6.4 billion in 2008 and projected a likely doubling of the market by 2012.

As a resource to assist CEOs, CFOs, CIOs, managers and administrators in evaluating SaaS for Accounts Payable, this 
paper presents a solution that leverages comprehensive document process automation to deliver the advantages of 
paperless invoice processing as an on-demand service. It highlights the opportunity to shift ROI from the project level to 
the document level (capital versus operational expense) and realize automation benefits immediately. 

Dissatisfied vendors or staff

High rates of error in 
invoice processing 

Missed vendor discounts 
and late charges 

Lengthy reconciliation 
and payment cycles 

Inadequate or non-
existent reporting 
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1 2 3 4 5 6

1 2 3 4 5 6

1 2 3 4 5 6

1 2 3 4 5 6

5 Symptoms of Poor AP Performance
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Executive Summary

Accounts Payable challenges

What automation addresses
Core challenges facing Accounts Payable operations today include:

 §  Time to process vendor invoices and other payables

 §  Errors and delays affecting the accuracy of financial statements

 §  Visibility to see what’s happening with Accounts Payable documents

 §  Cost control and avoidance

 §  Security and regulatory compliance

Performance improvement drivers

Where to focus
Immediate and significant outcomes can result from focusing on:

 §  Productivity in the Accounts Payable department

 §  Transaction cost control and avoidance

 §  Financial management and compliance support

 §  Security and risk avoidance

 §  Supply chain and vendor relationships

Automation benefits

Driving ROI
Automated Accounts Payable delivers value through capabilities to:

 §  Capture key information — such as vendor number, product part number, due date, and purchase order number

 §  Prioritize invoices by vendor and amount

 §  Present data for modification (if necessary) and validation in a web-based interface

 §  Streamline approval workflow and gain process control

 §  Archive data and documents for easy access

Software as a Service (SaaS) solutions

Automation on demand
Why choose a SaaS solution?

 §  Quick deployment

 §  Rich functionalities

 §  Low cost

 §  Low risk

 §  Little or no IT investment
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Challenges in Accounts Payable

What is the problem?
As with any business process that relies on documents which have traditionally 
been paper, painful processes run throughout the procure-to-pay cycle. Research 
by PayStream Advisors has found significant concentration in four key areas of 
Accounts Payable: invoice receipt, data extraction, invoice matching and 
exception handling, and approval workflow. The core problem is that these steps 
rely on paper and people.

AP departments relying on manual processes are finding that adding staff does 
not solve the inherent problem. Manual processes are not only expensive and 
inefficient, they increase the chance of errors and expose organizations to many 
risks.

ISSUE IMPACT

Invoice processing cycle time

§  Delays in posting expenses
§  Waste of cash: inability to capture early payment discount, late payment 

penalties
§  Damaged relationships with suppliers

No automatic validation
§  Overpayments for billing errors
§ Duplicate payments
§ Tax errors

Lack of process visibility

§  Difficulties in budgeting, planning and forecasting
§  Lack of control and higher risk impacting audit standards compliance
§  Challenges for accurate and on-time closing
§  Difficulties in responding to vendor invoice status inquiries

Invoice processing costs
§  Invoice dispute resolution
§  Exception handling
§  Escalation and approval of problem invoices

Invoice processing cycle time
Although invoices start as electronic documents, they end up as paper on someone’s desk. The result is that they take 
longer to process than they would if they remained in electronic format. The resulting delays in processing have a 
negative impact on the ability to take advantage of vendor discounts for early payment.

No automatic validation
Risk of error is inherent in any process that involves paper and manual data entry. In Accounts Payable, this demands 
particular attention not only because of the impact on working capital, but also because Accounts Payable transactions 
are subject to scrutiny by external audits for regulatory compliance. Any problems in recording invoices as liabilities, 
particularly when the invoice is not associated with a purchase order, can result in inaccurate financial statements and 
even allegations of fraud.

Late Payments

Lost Discounts

Disgruntled
Suppliers

Control Weaknesses

Payment
Errors
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Lack of process visibility
According to Aberdeen Group research, top-performing enterprises are 43% more likely than their peers to have 
enterprise-level visibility into Accounts Payable processes. Companies lacking such visibility encounter difficulty in 
assessing operations and developing strategies for process improvement. Lack of visibility is also a significant contributor 
to transaction cost and cycle time.

Just as automated entry of vendor invoices is essential for process efficiency and quality assurance, data on invoice 
document processing is crucial to daily operations. For example, vendor inquiries frequently create the need for 
information about the processing status of an accounts payable transaction. Quick access to information on whether 
an invoice has been received, processed, or paid (as well as data on the currently responsible agent) can significantly 
reduce turnaround time of vendor inquiries.

Invoice processing costs
The cost of processing vendor invoices is generally high. It is even more important for small invoices, as the cost of 
resolving an issue may be higher than the value of the invoice itself. Aberdeen Group studies show that manual invoice 
processing cost between $13 and $15.60 per invoice versus $8.60 to $9.00 for electronic invoices.

How big is the problem?
As a measure of the scope of the issue, recent Aberdeen Group research has found 
that paper remains the main format for vendor invoices — representing 80% of all 
invoices. Even as ERP solutions have centralized and standardized many key business 
processes, Accounts Payable operations remain inundated with paper. 

Aberdeen Group research has characterized Accounts Payable functions lacking 
automation as inefficient and weighed down by paper. Still, despite compelling 
transaction cost savings and other strategic benefits, most enterprises have not 
automated Accounts Payable to any significant degree.

How valuable is the solution?
According to The Hackett Group, increasing the volume of electronic invoice line items 
from 2% to 80% can:

 § Increase on-time payments by 7%

 § Reduce process cost per invoice by 59%

 § Increase early payment discounts by a factor of more than 3

And according to Aberdeen Group research, Accounts Payable automation helps 
top-performing enterprises achieve these advantages over other organizations.

 § 88% faster invoice processing cycle time

 § 94% lower invoice processing costs

In terms of paper costs alone, Esker research has found that a company receiving 
10,000 invoices per year can save $50,000 through automation.
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Overcoming the Challenges

Organizations can effectively address productivity and transaction cost reduction with the ability to:
 §  Remove manual sorting and handling of invoices 

 §  Speed up data entry 

 §  Remove transportation costs from local offices to headquarters and back

 §  Minimize the cost of physical archiving of invoices

 §  Streamline communication to resolve exceptions and discrepancies 

 §  Reduce supplier complaints and inquiries 

 §  Improve response time to answer suppliers inquiries 

 §  Monitor individual AP specialist performance 

 §  Identify “problematic” suppliers 

 §  Improve AP service levels to other departments

 §  Integrate electronic invoices in the same process

To strengthen financial management and risk control you need to:
 §  Improve visibility of expenses (approval and/or payment)

 §  Improve ability to take advantage of early payment discounts

 §  Support regulatory compliance efforts (Sarbanes-Oxley, etc.) 

 §  Control actual terms of payment and compliance with regulations

 §  Control credit situation and protect credit ratings

 §  Improve financial statements closing process 

 §  Reduce risk of duplicate payments 

 §  Enhance cash flow forecasting

 §  Unify Accounts Payable processing and exception tracking

 §  Quickly respond to auditor (internal or external) requests

Automation improves supply chain and vendor relationships by helping companies:
 §  Pay suppliers on time 

 §  Identify and resolve disputes 

 §  Avoid credit hold situations that may impact the business

 §  Reduce the number of invoice query calls from suppliers

 §  Answer supplier questions immediately
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Automated AP on Demand 

Efficiency at your service
As an alternative to hosting the Accounts Payable automation solution in-house, organizations leverage the capabilities 
of the Esker document process automation platform with Esker on Demand Accounts Payable. This SaaS approach 
helps to preserve capital by automating Accounts Payable processing without additional IT complexity or associated 
expenditures:

 § No software

 § No hardware

 § No maintenance

Esker on Demand Accounts Payable automation offers rich functionality to streamline and automate the process of 
capturing, submitting, approving and paying vendor invoices to reduce invoice processing times, help ensure accuracy 
and control, and providing real-time visibility of each invoice in the payment cycle. Companies get the capabilities 
expected from an on-premise software solution, but move from capital to operational expenditure and gain flexibility for 
variations in document volume and number of users.

Fast deployment
Because there is no server or desktop computer setup and only a scanner and a simple Internet connection required, 
a SaaS application can be up and running quickly. Following initial sign-up and solution configuration of your system to 
match your internal process, Esker will set up users and permissions, upload data, and train your staff.

Process visibility and control
Esker on Demand Accounts Payable automation provides a tool for accurate and on-time account booking, effective 
procurement management with on-time vendor bill settlement, invoice validation and automated approval workflow. 
Accounts Payable departments gain the ability to track and closely monitor each step of vendor invoice processing. 
Combined with the versatile user rights management features in Esker DeliveryWare, these capabilities also help 
companies comply with regulations such as the Sarbanes-Oxley Act.

The solution empowers Accounts Payable managers and personnel to monitor volume of invoices processed by FTE per 
day, split between PO and non-PO invoices, average time to process an invoice and other Key Performance Indicators. 
Whether a company uses the technology to remove some or all human intervention from vendor invoice processing, 
the automated process offers distinct advantages with electronic copies of invoices readily available to any authorized 
person within the company without having to go through physical files.

Vendor Invoice Audit Trail

Esker DeliveryWare Esker DeliveryWare / ERP Application ERP Application

Email

Fax

Mail

Batch prep.

Scan

Split

Enhance

Extract data

Validate

Complete

Clear exception

Comments

Create

Archive image
Release

for payment

PAYCREATEMANAGERECOGNIZE
CAPTUREPREPARERECEIVE
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Immediate results
With Esker on Demand Accounts Payable, vendor invoices enter into an automated workflow for approval upon receipt. 
Invoices are dispatched to the appropriate business units where authorized personnel receive alerts that prompt them to 
sign off the document on time to meet the payment deadline.

Automatic document routing, capture and data entry
Invoices data sent to Esker on Demand secured infrastructure is automatically captured using OCR and 
intelligent technology, eliminating manual data entry and errors.

Electronic coding and payment approval workflow
Each invoice is processed based on predefined rules matched to invoice attributes such as supplier, amount, 
buying entity, etc.

Audit trail and reporting
The system keeps track of all invoices, documenting every step in the workflow process. This allows companies 
to monitor and measure invoice processing performance, identify and resolve processing bottlenecks, and 
manage resources more efficiently.

Automatic archiving
The original invoice image is automatically stored for later search and retrieval. This provides immediate 
document access in case of invoice questions or disputes, and help to reduce stored data costs.
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Typical savings
Key 

Features
 § Exception handling and payment approval workflow with notification

 § Automated invoice matching

 § Non-PO invoice handling for financial posting

 § Automatic coding and tax allocation

 § Automation of header and line item data validation

 § Automatic duplicate invoice check

 § Expense coding accuracy and automated GL policy-based coding of invoices

 § Goods receipt-based invoice verification

 § Quantity and price variance management

 § Planned and unplanned delivery costs support 

 § Tracking and reporting capabilities to monitor invoice processing activities

 § Electronic indexing and archiving of original document image for easy search and retrieval 

 § Link to the archived document available directly from SAP transaction screens

 § Invoice entry notification and warning when unprocessed orders are sitting for too long in someone’s task list

Implement now, expand when you’re ready
The Esker solution is available in three levels that enable a 
phased approach to automating Accounts Payable processes. 
For companies who mainly want to get rid of paper, the base 
package offers basic scan & file capabilities, making copies of 
invoices available to those who need immediate access. The 
intermediate package adds workflow processing to reduce the 
time it takes to get invoice payment approval of non-PO invoices. 
A third package offers capabilities to integrate the solution with 
your ERP system.

Up to $70

$4 to $6

AUTOMATED 
PROCESS FLOW
ESTIMATED COST

MANUAL
PROCESS FLOW
ESTIMATED COST

30 days 7 days

INVOICE PAYMENT CYCLE

48 hours

4 minutes

INVOICE PROCESSING TIME

Scan & FIle Scan & FIle
OCR, Workflow

Scan & FIle
OCR, Workflow;
ERP Integration

TIM
E

FEATURES
A B C
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SaaS FAQ

Q. What is a Software as a Service (SaaS) provider? 

A.  SaaS providers are companies that offer individuals or businesses access over the Internet to services and applications 
that would otherwise have to be located in their own personal or business on-premise device. SaaS is also know as “on 
demand” or “cloud computing.”

Q.  How will I benefit from choosing SaaS solution instead of traditional on-premise software? 

A.  The Software as a Service model offers a number of significant advantages. 

     1. Anytime, anywhere access — Running the application only requires access to a web browser.

     2.  Cost-effective — Applications do not require large systems expenditures for servers, server installation, or other 
hardware and software. You do not have to hire IT staff to perform the many tasks associated with large in-house 
systems. The SaaS provider takes care of all system upgrades, maintenance, backup, storage, and security. 

     3.  Easy to maintain — There are no additional maintenance costs and no maintenance upgrades to install. The 
software is automatically upgraded as needed with no effort on your part.

      4.  Customizable — The solution is highly customizable so that each user only has access to the components they need. 

     5.  Security — The applications are hosted off-site in restricted-access facilities with security levels far surpassing what 
most small to medium businesses can afford to implement on their own. 

     6.  Fast deployment — Because there is no server setup or desktop computer setup and only a simple Internet connection 
required, a SaaS application can be up and running quickly. Following initial sign-up and solution configuration of your 
system to match your internal process, we will setup users and permissions, upload data, and train your staff.

Q. What is Esker on Demand Accounts Payable? 

A.  Esker on Demand Accounts Payable is a SaaS solution that leverages power of the Esker document process 
automation platform to help streamline and automate the process of capturing, submitting, approving and paying 
vendor invoices. 

Q. How can I be sure my data is secure? 

A.  Esker on Demand production facilities are designed for dependable and confidential data processing. Data is 
transferred using secure protocol (SSL) identical to those used for banking transactions, backed up daily and stored in 
two separate locations.

Q. How scalable is Esker on Demand Accounts Payable? 

A.   To support growth, Esker has selected highly scalable technologies to allow for increased processing capacity without 
impacting current production. This scalable architecture enables Esker to meet contractual commitments on all 
delivery requirements.
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Following is a summary comparison of traditional computing approaches versus the SaaS model:

TRADITIONAL APPROACH SOFTWARE AS A SERVICE

You purchase a complete software package. You pay for the capabilities on a per-use basis.

You pay all costs up-front when you acquire the 
application.

You pay for the capabilities on a per-use basis.

You are responsible for installing and setting up the 
application.

The application is installed for you at the remote hosting 
site. Setup is performed by the vendor or local support 
team.

You are responsible for backing up your data and 
application as well as making sure that a copy of the 
backup is in a safe offsite location.

The data and the application are automatically 
backed up on a regular (at least daily) basis at the 
secure hosting site.

Technical support is generally available for an additional 
cost to the vendor.

Technical support is included in the monthly subscription 
price.

You have to purchase and install any upgrades to ensure 
that the application keeps up with your current needs. 

Upgrades are included in the subscription price and are 
installed by the provider.

As your business grows you have to purchase and install 
additional servers to support the growth.

Growth is handled automatically by the provider. 
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About Esker

Document automation leadership
Esker is a recognized leader in understanding and solving business problems that involve documents. Organizations 
choose Esker solutions to help eliminate manual processes, increase process visibility and control, improve accuracy and 
reduce the use of paper by automating the flow of documents into, within and outside the enterprise. Esker customers 
gain significant and immediate operational efficiencies, cost savings and measurable ROI in as little as three to six months.

With its comprehensive document process automation platform, Esker delivers the advantages of paperless document 
processing either as an on-premise solution or as on-demand services. These solutions automate every phase and every 
type of document-based business information exchange throughout the procure-to-pay and order-to-cash cycles, 
including sales order management, e-invoicing and e-purchasing as well as Accounts Payable.

Founded in 1985, Esker operates globally with more than 80,000 customers and millions of licensed users worldwide. Esker 
has global headquarters in Lyon, France and U.S. headquarters in Madison, Wisconsin.

Improving processes throughout the enterprise
Over the past decade Esker has assembled powerful technologies to develop 
high-value document process automation services. Thousands of customers 
and tens of thousands of users worldwide trust Esker on Demand to run core 
business processes.

At the core of the Esker on Demand platform is a multitenant architecture in 
which all users and business applications share a common infrastructure and 
code base that is centrally maintained. Esker on Demand applications are 
always available and always current. Esker on Demand solutions cover a full 
range of IT needs to streamline business processes with levels of performance, 
reliability and security beyond what many companies can afford to deploy 
themselves.

Esker on Demand offers automation value beyond Accounts Payable by 
opening the door to services for automation of other processes, including 
outbound fax and postal mail delivery of documents such as invoices and 
purchase orders.

Delivering SaaS benefits around the world
With a worldwide network of production centers processing millions of documents per month and monitored 24/7 for 
continuous availability, Esker guarantees secure and confidential document handling with SaaS advantages:

 §  No up-front investment: Esker customers avoid the high 
cost of implementing in-house applications 

 §  Fast deployment and flexibility: Esker solutions delivered 
over the Web eliminates installation

 §  Defined predictable spends: Services operate on set fees 
per user per month 

 §  Rapid adoption: Easy access, high usability, online help 
and online training drive ROI value

 §  Continuous upgrades: Esker constantly enhances 
functionality with automatic upgrades at no cost
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Australia
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