
 

 
 
 

How to Get Your Customers to Give up Paper 
 
 

Report after report, survey after survey, and white paper after white paper tout e-invoicing's 

benefits: accelerated cash flow, reduced days sales outstanding, increased productivity, 

elimination of human error, as well as the appeal of "going green."  

 

But, research shows AR is still a largely paper-based function. The TARN Benchmarking Billing 

Practices survey found that paper was the most common invoice delivery format. One fifth of the 

respondents issue all invoices on paper; one fourth send some percentage of invoices via 

traditional EDI; and only two percent send all invoices via EDI.  

 

The Accounts Payable Networks' Key AP Benchmarks survey shows that the amount of paper 

invoices received varies by industry and company size. The percentage of paper invoices sent to 

respondents' AP departments ranged from a median of 30 percent in retail trade to 95 percent in 

educational services and public administration (government).  

 

Large corporations were less likely to have paper invoices sitting in in-boxes than smaller 

organizations. Companies with 10,000 or more employees received a median of 50 percent of 

invoices on paper versus 90 percent in companies with between 500 and 999 workers.  

 

What is an e-invoice? E-Invoicing Defined  

 

Adding to the confusion is how to define an electronic invoice. Is it a document 

sent only by EDI or XML or is it an email with an attachment or a PDF file? 

Scott Pezza, an Aberdeen Group research analyst who conducts surveys and 

publishes reports on the order-to-cash and procure-to-pay cycles says, "When 

we talk about electronic invoicing, as much as I would only like to talk about 

true electronic invoicing - EDI or XML -people are also talking about email, 

attachments and PDFs."  

 

Still Wedded to Paper  

 

According to an Aberdeen Group research brief, eInvoicing: What Happens When Your Customers 

Still Want Paper? "...some companies today still insist on paper" and "...the need and opportunity 
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to issue invoices electronically are often limited by customer request."  

 

Pezza says there are two reasons companies do not want to receive electronic invoices. "One is 

that they don't have the systems to process electronic invoices. If they don't have the system in 

place, then receiving an electronic invoice isn't very helpful to them," he says. "The other is that 

some customers just like receiving paper."  

 

Pezza's research suggests in the future more companies may be willing to forgo paper. For AP 

Invoice Management in a Networked Economy, a report he co-authored with William Jan, Pezza 

surveyed 188 companies in diverse industries and found 55 percent of the respondents said their 

AP and ERP systems were integrated and some 31 percent planned to integrate.  

 

"If we put them together that's 86 percent of the total. If we are thinking of the system side, such 

that you could take electronic data and import it directly, that's almost everybody," Pezza says. 

"This left only a very small portion of people who said 'That's okay. We don't need it.'"  

 

Help Customers With Paper Withdrawal  
 

Carrie Krell, Esker Americas' marketing manager, says you can take a proactive or 

passive approach to encourage customers to accept e-invoices. You might achieve 

higher first year adoptions rates with a proactive strategy, but mandating that 

your customers accept e-invoices will likely upset some of them. "It's not very 

realistic to expect that all of your customers are going to move to electronic 

invoicing easily and quickly," she says. "The truth is some people still want to 

receive paper invoices."  

 

Esker advocates a passive approach where customers are given choices about their invoice 

formats and electronic invoicing is gradually introduced. Taking a passive approach requires more 

time, adoption rates typically are between 10 percent and 25 percent the first year.  

 

Example: an AR department could begin by planning to send 20 percent of its invoices 

electronically during a six month period and distribute half of its invoices electronically by the next 

year. Within two or three years, the department could expect to send 80 percent of invoices 

electronically.  

 

Pezza says some respondents in his surveys have successfully offered monetary incentives or 

more favorable payment terms to entice customers to send or receive electronic invoices. "If you 

send me an electronic invoice, I'll pay faster," he says. "Or on the flip side, if I send you an 

electronic invoice I want you to pay faster."  
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Case Study: Fortune 500 Company Takes Proactive Approach  

 

Not everyone agrees that a passive approach is best. A collections manager at a Fortune 500 

company successfully employed a proactive strategy to gain his customer' acceptance of 

electronic invoices that are PDF files sent via e-mail.  

 

While PDF invoices might not be considered "true" electronic invoices, today there is software 

available that can capture data from a PDF without having accounts payable having to key it. 

Nevertheless, at present, PDFs still are more often printed out and manually keyed.  

 

He started a campaign in the third quarter of one year with plans to introduce e-invoices the 

following January. He commandeered his team to call customers and sign them up for email 

statements that are sent at the first of every month.  

 

During the six month campaign, customers received two separate emails with a letter that 

described the program. "We did it from the perspective of going green," the manager says. "We 

sent a communication that said at this point in time we are going to start sending invoices by 

email."  

 

The letter did not provide customers with an opportunity to opt out of the program. "You don't 

publicize [opting out] it in your communication or you are not going to get the conversion you are 

trying to achieve."  

 

First Year Adoption Rates  

 

Approximately 40 percent of the company's high volume customers or those with annual 

purchases of about $10 million converted to electronic invoicing in the first year. The company's 

savings in printing and postage came to $15,000 a month.  

 

Only five to ten percent of the customers refused to participate. "We basically captured our bulk 

mail customers," he says. "We didn't covert as many of the smaller customers."  

 

However, a large customer was also adamant about not receiving electronic invoices. "One of the 

biggest companies that we do business with told us you will not send us an email copy," the 

manager says. "Would you expect a paper company to be okay with us emailing invoices to them? 

No."  

 

 

 

### 
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