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THE NEED FOR AUTOMATION NOW: 
WHY “BUSINESS AS USUAL” JUST WON’T CUT IT ANYMORE

As the world we live in continues to evolve and become more digital, the way we do business must follow suit. 
And while your current manual processes might be cutting it right now, it won’t be long before competition and 
emerging technologies render “business as usual” completely obsolete. Here’s why.
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EVEN IF YOU’RE NOT CHANGING, YOUR 
COMPETITION IS.
Aside from the strategic benefits of digital 
transformation like end-to-end visibility, cost 
savings, increased productivity, etc., there’s the 
simple fact that we’re living in the “Digital Age”, 
and your competition has already begun changing. 
They’re becoming more agile, efficient, and are 
taking both customer and employee experience to 
new levels. If you can’t keep up with competitors 
at a base level, your business just might become a 
thing of the past. Let manual processes stay in the 
past, not you.

YOU COULD BE SAVING LARGE AMOUNTS OF 
TIME AND MONEY.
The process bottlenecks that result from paper-
based methods are not in short supply — from 
the time it takes to locate files in cabinets, file 
documents, track down lost or misfiled documents, 
stuff and mail out envelopes, and all the other 
tedious, time-consuming steps that are required in 
manual environments. These slowdowns translate 
directly to money wasted on staff hours spent doing 
said activities and increase the risk of costly human 
errors. 

YOUR CUSTOMERS AND SUPPLIERS ARE 
DEMANDING IT.
With digitisation comes accessibility and data — 
both key factors in enhancing customer experience 
and supplier relationships. Customers and suppliers 
need a reason to choose to do business with 
you. And with their needs constantly evolving 
and demanding more personalised, seamless 
experiences, offering superior and easily accessible 
online support, self-service tools, and using valuable 
data to better meet those needs gives others a 
reason to choose you over the competition.

YOUR EMPLOYEES ARE DEMANDING 
CHANGE TOO.
Aside from business continuity and job stability, 
employees are calling for change for a number 
of other reasons. The Millennial generation is 
beginning to occupy a majority of the workforce, 
and they’re demanding more meaningful work — 
that means jobs requiring employees to do tedious, 
low-value tasks like data entry will continue to have 
a more difficult time attracting and retaining quality 
employees. When processes are digital, workflows 
are automated, and repetitive, manual tasks are 
eliminated, staff are given back that once-wasted 
time, and they can now use it to focus on more 
business-critical, customer-facing activities that 
actually add value to businesses.

YOUR BUSINESS’S FUTURE DEPENDS ON IT.
Now more than ever, businesses are recognising 
the need for tools that enable workplace flexibility 
— like cloud-based document automation — and 
are preparing for any event that prevents staff 
from convening and risks bringing operations to a 
screeching halt. Disruptions in business will always 
arise, whether they are minimal or catastrophic. 
Organisations must prepare for such unanticipated 
interruptions by taking action now and adopting 
digital practices to future-proof and crisis-proof their 
businesses and protect the hard-working employees 
that keep them running.
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CHALLENGES OF MANUAL BUSINESS PROCESSES
The obstacles posed by manual processes can result in major operational issues and have damaging effects on 
an organisation as a whole. A seemingly small problem on the front-end of business can lead to a breakdown on 
the back-end.

High hard costs. Left unchecked, the typical hard 
costs associated with manual business processes 
(e.g., labour, equipment, materials, etc.) can turn 
into profit-eating pitfalls. Lengthy process times 
drive up labour costs, while paper-based methods 
add material and equipment expenses.

Large amounts of errors. In manual environments, 
there is always a considerable risk of human error 
that can end up stretching out the business cycle 
and increasing operating costs. These errors and 
the delays they cause have a direct impact on 
cash flow, supply chain efficiency and financial 
performance.

Limited visibility. Manual activities make it virtually 
impossible to source, track and analyse the metrics 
necessary to do this, making effective cash flow 
management quite difficult.

Low productivity. Processes that rely on physical 
work will always take longer than ones built on 
automation. From locating and hand-keying 
information, to figuring out who should be 
contacted about what — it all adds up to low levels 
of productivity.

Workplace inflexibility. Without having mobile/
remote access to vital information and core 
business functions, ensuring business continuity 
when unforeseen business disruptions occur is 
nearly impossible.

High soft costs. The soft costs of manual business 
processes (i.e., those that are often difficult to 
measure) include low customer satisfaction and 
lost business opportunities. You won’t find them in 
the general ledger, but these costs hit a company’s 
bottom line hard.

IT complexity. Managing convoluted processes and 
systems can create a never-ending nightmare for 
your company. IT complexities ultimately make it 
difficult to control costs, easily modify applications, 
manage relationships and remain agile during 
periods of growth.

Lagging process times. Without mobile access to 
vital processes (approving purchase requisitions, 
placing customer orders, etc.) and documentation 
(supplier invoices, purchase orders (POs), customer 
information, etc.), process slowdowns can happen 
simply because managers are out of the office.  

Disgruntled customers/suppliers. Front-end 
issues inevitably impact your customers/
suppliers. Long processing times, along with lack 
of communication and errors along the way, never 
bode well for business relationships.

Unhappy staff; siloed departments. Stuck in a 
repetitive work environment with little collaboration 
or open workflow between teams, even the best 
employees become unhappy. Because staff impact 
the happiness of customers and suppliers, this is 
an important aspect of every business.

FRONT-END CHALLENGES BACK-END CONSEQUENCES

4DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION OF CORE BUSINESS CYCLES  |



AN INTRODUCTION TO AUTOMATION
The cash conversion cycle has long been associated with physical, paper files. But with the rapid development 
and deployment of new, smarter ways to collect, store and analyse information, technologies born from the 
“Digital Age” have made the use of paper documents virtually obsolete. 
The way we use technology has completely streamlined the way we live, communicate and do business 
across the globe, which begs the question: Why are so many organisations still using outdated, paper-based 
processes? By embracing digital transformation through process automation powered by Artificial Intelligence 
(AI), companies are able to create effective practices by cutting out inefficiencies that cost businesses 
significant time and money.

ASSESSING THE VALUE OF AUTOMATION
Procure-to-pay (P2P) and order-to-cash (O2C) cycles may appear independent of each other, but the processes 
within these cycles are inextricably intertwined — a problem in one area creates a chain reaction that ultimately 
affects other core processes. For those still using paper-based methods, many common obstacles lead to a 
lack of P2P and O2C efficiency, such as: 

	� Lagging processing times
	� High costs
	� Inaccuracy resulting from human error 
	� Low process visibility
	� Lack of communication and siloed teams
	� Process bottlenecks when staff are out of office

At the core of automation’s value is its ability to reduce or eliminate time-consuming, manual activities and give 
back valuable time to staff to work on more strategic tasks. A single digital solution can automate the routing, 
processing and archiving of documents and promote collaboration through interactive tools. These solutions 
use machine learning to gather key data and improve process efficiency by automatically learning how to 
execute tasks faster and better. 
Additionally, drastic and sudden changes in the global economy have recently brought the need for workplace 
flexibility to the forefront of business leaders’ priorities, as they work to create operations that better promote 
business continuity and future success. Flexible, cloud-based automation solutions are proving to be the most 
effective way to achieve P2P and O2C efficiency, saving organisations significant time, money and resources, 
and setting them up for success should disruptions in business ever occur.

WHAT AUTOMATION USERS ARE SAYING …

WE’VE EXPERIENCED MUCH FASTER PROCESSING TIMES AS A 
RESULT OF DOCUMENT AUTOMATION, SAVING TIME WITH MANUALLY 
INPUTTING DATA, REDUCING THE NEED TO WALK PAPER AROUND THE 
ORGANISATION TO SEEK APPROVAL AND ELIMINATED THE MANUAL 
PROCESS OF ARCHIVING AND RETRIEVING DOCUMENTS. 
DIRECTOR, FIRSTAN LTD.
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WHAT AUTOMATION REALLY DOES

WHAT IT IS NOT

	� A way to reduce headcount. 
Automation allows staff to be 
more productive and focus 
more on customer-centric and 
value-added tasks. It’s meant 
to reallocate staff priorities and 
strategic skills, not get rid of them. 

	� An ERP/EDI replacement. 
Automation fills in manual gaps 
that ERP/EDI systems are unable 
to address, maximising existing 
investments.

	� A one-dimensional tool. With a 
multitude of capabilities, AI-driven 
automation goes far beyond basic 
efficiencies to provide end-to-end 
benefits.

	� A shortcut to success. Your 
company has the potential to do 
amazing things with automation, 
but only when a smart strategy is 
in place with the right people and 
processes supporting it.

WHAT IT IS

Process automation drives 
efficiency and added value 
throughout organisations by:

	� Eliminating manual tasks and 
errors resulting from human 
intervention

	� Accelerating cycle times

	� Boosting staff productivity 
and morale

	� Enhancing visibility and 
analytics

	� Improving customer 
experience

	� Simplifying IT environments 
and complex processes

	� Promoting business 
continuity and workplace 
flexibility

WHAT AUTOMATION USERS ARE SAYING …

JUST BEING ABLE TO CREATE A DASHBOARD THAT’S ACTUALLY MAKING MY 
TEAM’S LIVES EASIER AND SO THEY DON’T HAVE TO STRESS ABOUT ALL THE 
LITTLE THINGS IS A HUGE ACCOMPLISHMENT. AS ADMINISTRATOR, MY ROLE 
IS BASICALLY TO MAKE THEIR JOB AS EFFICIENT AS POSSIBLE IN ANY WAY. 
AND I THINK USING AUTOMATION HAS DEFINITELY DONE THAT. 
AP SUPERVISOR, VIEGA, LLC
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BENEFITS IN ACTION: AUTOMATION SUCCESS STORIES
When it comes to the process efficiencies gained by AI-driven automation, the proof is in the pudding. Take a 
peek at these customer examples and see for yourself how automating P2P and O2C cycles can deliver new 
levels of productivity, efficiency and profitability for your business. 

P2P AUTOMATION SUCCESS STORY O2C AUTOMATION SUCCESS STORY

Background
As a rapidly growing company in the luxury 
beauty industry, Luxasia implemented an 
automated P2P solution to centralise its 
accounting department and automate the 
processing of supplier invoices, as well 
as other processes including purchase 
requisitions and expense claims.

Background
With its high monthly order volume, TKI 
turned to an automated O2C solution to 
reduce the amount of time and money it 
spent handling all of the paper involved 
in invoice approval, and simply wanted to 
take the high cost and inefficiencies out 
of its accounts receivable (AR) and order 
management processes. 

Increased capture of early 
payment discounts and reduced 
operational costs

50% faster processing rates and 
increased approval time by 400%

Enhanced visibility with critical 
P2P metrics and on-the-go 
access to invoices and purchase 
requisitions

Increased employee productivity, 
with AP specialists processing 
over 1,000 invoices in the same 
amount of time it previously took 
to process 400 invoices

Reduced average order 
processing time from 1-2 minutes 
down to 30 seconds

Streamlined payment and 
cashflow by improving O2C 
collaboration and efficiency

Accelerated order processing 
time and repurposed CSRs to 
more value-added tasks

Increased order tracking and 
cash flow management thanks 
to automated workflows and 
heightened process visibility

Top P2P BenefitsTop P2P Benefits
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THE TECHNOLOGY POWERING DIGITAL 
TRANSFORMATION
A tight partnership between humans and smart technologies like AI and RPA is key to optimising team and 
individual performance while creating a more nimble, future-proof enterprise. AI-powered solutions are designed 
for multiple use cases and promote: 

LESS REPETITION
AI improves speed and 

accuracy within document 
processing by removing 
redundant tasks, while 

freeing up staff to serve 
customers and suppliers.

GREATER AGILITY
The combination of people 

and AI technology is the 
perfect foundation for 
accelerating employee 

onboarding and supporting 
company growth.

BUSINESS 
INTELLIGENCE

Thanks to AI-based analytics 
being able to identify 

anomalies and even predict 
outcomes, users always 
make the best possible 

business decision.

WHAT’S WORKING BEHIND THE SCENES …

ROBOTIC PROCESS AUTOMATION (RPA)
Much like a vehicle’s cruise control or an 

aircraft’s auto-pilot mode, RPA refers to software 
that can be easily programmed to do basic 

human tasks. Unlike AI, RPA doesn’t “learn” on 
its own and only works with structured data. 
RPA tools offer benefits across applications, 

such as automatically recognising, extracting 
and reconciling data from new supplier invoices 

and customer orders.

MACHINE LEARNING
A type of AI technology, machine learning 
uses algorithms to evaluate what users do on 
documents and data fields, and applies what 
was learned to make “informed” decisions. This 
includes functions like auto-learning, auto-fill 
and auto-correct, along with providing alerts 
on deviations. As the knowledge base fills in, 
recognition and automation rates increase. 

DEEP LEARNING
Deep learning is a subset of machine learning 
composed of algorithms that permit software to 
train itself to perform tasks by exposing multi-
layered neural networks to vast amounts of data. 
Automated tasks include image recognition 
and analysis, predictive analysis and big data 
analysis.  

PROCESS AUTOMATION
Process automation is an Esker-specific term 

that describes a set of intelligent technologies 
that improve the daily routines of Esker users 

(e.g., language and currency detection, built-in 
recognition, automated document routing, etc.).
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HOW AUTOMATION WORKS
Using AI and RPA technology, digital solutions automate manual inefficiencies and low-value tasks with 
tools that unify teams and their operations within one, integrated platform. Cloud-based automation allows 
businesses to power their digital transformation across P2P and O2C processes, uniting customers and 
suppliers like never before. Organisations can choose to automate one process at a time, or better yet, they can 
automate their entire cash conversion cycle with a single platform.

PROCURE-TO-PAY AUTOMATION 
In today’s ever-evolving and increasingly competitive landscape, businesses are feeling the pressure more than 
ever to drive cost and time savings to become more agile, stay competitive and promote business continuity. 
And with such a large impact on financial and operational integrity, unifying P2P processes with automation 
is the best way to maximise profitability and efficiently manage cash flow. Whatever problems arise in 
procurement are often felt by the AP department, making it increasingly important to digitally transform P2P 
processes end to end to create a seamless, holistic P2P cycle. 
Here are the top benefits of automated P2P cycles: 

	� Greater process control and efficiency
	� Improved spend management and spend policy 

compliance 
	� Better employee experience and collaboration with 

key suppliers
	� Increased capture of discounts and stronger 

bottom line 
	� Workplace flexibility enabled by cloud-based 

infrastructure
	� Enhanced collaboration by eliminating procurement 

and AP siloes

WHAT’S NEEDED TO REACH THE NEXT LEVEL IN AP?

49% 49% 51% 76%

Eradication of 
tactical tasks

Enhanced collaboration 
w/ key suppliers

Deeper, more agile 
analytics

“Smarter” systems that 
deliver more efficiencies

1. Ardent Partners’ Accounts Payable Metrics that Matter in 2020, 2020. Ardent Partners.
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PROCUREMENT
Following the procurement process can be tricky if you don’t have the right solution in place. When procurement 
processes are automated, users can create purchase requisitions and invoices online that are automatically 
routed through the appropriate approval workflow. Purchase orders (POs) are created in a few clicks (even 
from line items from multiple invoices) and once the system receives the invoice, it continuously checks for the 
goods receipt and performs a three-way match to ensure accuracy. Mobile applications also allow managers to 
approve purchase requisitions and invoices, and review process metrics from anywhere, at any time.

ACCOUNTS PAYABLE
By automating workflows, AP automation can reallocate time once wasted on manually processing 
supplier invoices and save on costs associated with paper invoicing methods. Improve relationships and 
communication with key suppliers by providing them with self-service supplier portals, and benefit from 
increased capture of early payment discounts. Speedy, AI-powered invoice data capture allows data to 
be automatically extracted from PO and non-PO invoices and, if necessary, routed for approval. Tailored 
dashboards display important performance metrics and reports, while a mobile application allows 
convenient, on-the-go approval and management of invoices.

ORDER-TO-CASH AUTOMATION 
A problem in one area of the O2C cycle results in further issues down the line — that’s why the key to achieving 
O2C efficiency is uniting the multiple departments, teams and technologies involved in the O2C cycle. The best 
way to achieve that? Automating O2C cycles end to end. Cloud-based O2C platforms enable businesses to 
seamlessly manage all customer interactions through a single, centralised solution. Powered by AI technology, 
O2C solutions help to avoid slow fulfillment times, low customer experience scores and delayed customer 
payments by eliminating repetitive tasks, improving accessibility and communication, and strengthening 
customer relationships.
O2C automation can help businesses by achieving:

	� Reduced O2C processing time and costs
	� Improved receivables and DSO rates
	� Strengthened relationships through better customer experience
	� Freed-up resources to focus on customer-facing activities
	� Elevated collaboration among teams and end-to-end transparency
	� Streamlined payments and cash flow
	� Workplace flexibility enabled by cloud-based infrastructure

WHAT AUTOMATION USERS ARE SAYING …

THE CUSTOMER NOW HAS OPTIONS. THEY CAN CONTINUE TO RECEIVE INVOICES 
VIA POSTAL MAIL, GET THEM DELIVERED VIA EMAIL AS A PDF ATTACHMENT, 
OR GET A WEB LINK ATTACHMENT. THERE IS ALSO THE CAPABILITY TO HOLD 
INVOICE PROCESSING IN THE PORTAL TO ACCOMMODATE HOLIDAYS OR THE 
VARIABILITY OF WORK SCHEDULES, WHICH IS A GREAT BENEFIT.
DIRECTOR OF OPERATIONS AND ACQUISITIONS, TOSHIBA
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ORDER MANAGEMENT
Incoming customer orders are the catalysts that launch the O2C cycle. When an order arrives in the system, AI-
driven data capture automatically extracts relevant data from orders, no matter if they are text or image-based 
documents, and any exceptions are flagged for review. After approval, order data is integrated into the ERP 
system and a copy is archived for a complete audit trail. Custom dashboards display data like the number of 
open issues or processing time, while a customer portal allows for orders to be placed from an online catalogue 
and for staff to quickly communicate with customers. Mobile applications give both customers and sales staff 
the freedom to place and track orders anytime, anywhere.

ACCOUNTS RECEIVABLE
By automatically extracting invoice data and converting it into the correct format, an automated AR solution 
simplifies the processing and delivery of customer invoices and associated documents. For the sender, this 
means every customer invoice can be sent, archived and tracked electronically. On the other end, invoices arrive 
by post, electronically, or via a customer self-service portal — depending on customer preference. Customers 
can then pay open invoices directly from a secure online portal. All documents are tracked and tailored reports 
help reconcile payment with bank statements.

COLLECTIONS MANAGEMENT
Collections management automation combines process automation and CRM properties to streamline the 
entire collections process and bring AR leaders the visibility needed to properly manage their receivables. All 
stakeholders involved in collections benefit from automated tools and customisable dashboards to collaborate 
more efficiently and get paid faster. Maximise collections efforts with automated payment reminder emails and 
an online self-service portal that lets customers connect with staff members, pay bills and apply credits — all 
customer data, exchanges, invoices and collections data are stored in a secure, central location. Custom KPIs 
and personalised reports go beyond DSO to analyse every aspect of your collections process.

PAYMENT
With an automated payment solution, customers can choose from a variety of options to make online payments 
without delay, including: credit and debit cards, direct debit, ACH, SEPA and more. Customers can even schedule 
payment for the appropriate date. By providing a quick and easy way for customers to make payments on their 
own, they’ll have no reason not to pay and can even benefit from early payment discounts by paying before the 
due date.

CASH APPLICATION 
Although electronic payments have simplified the payment process for customers, digital cash allocation 
processes still have their challenges, as incoming payments aren’t always straightforward. These issues can 
create an environment that makes allocating cash difficult and time consuming. Cash allocation automation 
helps by automating the manually intensive process of matching payments received from all incoming payment 
information sources. Automated allocation of cash enables cash application personnel to better control cash 
flow in real time and focus on higher-value activities such as addressing disputes and deductions more quickly.

54% 72% 59%

say AI solutions implemented in their 
businesses have already increased 

productivity

say AI will enable humans to 
focus on more meaningful work

say big data at their company 
would be improved through the 

use of AI

ACCORDING TO A PWC EXECUTIVE SURVEY …

2. 2018 AI Predictions. 8 Insights to Shape Business Strategy, 2020. Ardent Partners.
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ABOUT ESKER
Esker is a worldwide leader in AI-driven process automation software, helping financial and customer service 
departments digitally transform their procure-to-pay (P2P) and order-to-cash (O2C) cycles. Used by more 
than 6,000 companies worldwide, Esker’s solutions incorporate artificial intelligence (AI) technology to drive 
increased productivity, enhanced visibility, reduced fraud risk, and improved collaboration with customers, 
suppliers and internally. Founded in 1985, Esker operates in North America, Latin America, Europe and Asia 
Pacific with global headquarters in Lyon, France, and U.S. headquarters in Madison, Wisconsin. For more 
information on Esker and its solutions, visit www.esker.co.uk. Follow Esker on Twitter @EskerNEurope and join 
the conversation on the Esker blog at blog.esker.co.uk.
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