
SUPPLIER MANAGEMENT 
AUTOMATION 
LEVERAGING AI-DRIVEN AUTOMATION TO REINFORCE SUPPLIER 
RELATIONSHIPS & MINIMISE RISK



WHY READ THIS 
EBOOK?
HERE’S THE GIST … 

Supplier management is a complex, multi-step 
process that happens to be a fundamental part of an 
organisation’s success. However, despite its importance, 
it remains a highly manual process for so many 
businesses — which can lead to a slew of inefficiencies 
that affect every stage of the procure-to-pay (P2P) 
lifecycle. Luckily, there’s an easier way to do things. 

This ebook is for accounts payable (AP) and 
procurement professionals looking to leverage AI-
driven supplier management automation to improve 
cashflow, strengthen supplier relationships and promote 
continuous, scalable growth.
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Supplier management is a broad topic that includes a wide variety of factors. 
Each part plays an important role in creating a bigger picture — a picture 
focused on creating new value and future opportunities by better managing 
suppliers and strengthening relationships with them. 

To put it simply, supplier management is the way an organisation qualifies, 
segments, monitors and manages its suppliers with the goal of establishing 
a mutually beneficial buyer-supplier relationship based on trust and 
accountability. While that sounds straightforward, there are many different 
components to consider throughout the process.

Supplier information management (SIM): The system in which a 
company captures, stores and analyses supplier data to evaluate 
suppliers’ value and weaknesses.

Supplier relationship management (SRM): The approach taken to 
evaluate each supplier’s goods and/or services and their contribution 
to the business.

Supplier risk management: The process of identifying, assessing and 
mitigating threats by vetting suppliers to understand the risks they 
may pose to a business and its supply chain.

Supplier quality management (SQM): Managing, monitoring and 
responding to changes in a supplier’s ability to fulfill needs on time and 
to the agreed quality specification.

SUPPLIER MANAGEMENT CHALLENGES 
IN A NUTSHELL

Given all of the elements that 
make up supplier management, 
there are plenty of obstacles to 
navigate. The biggest challenges 
facing P2P teams are:

	� Achieving cost savings & 
quality control

	� Improving supply chain 
transparency

	� Assessing & mitigating 
supplier risk

	� Tracking compliance 

	� Onboarding new suppliers

	� Evaluating the performance 
of suppliers

PIECING TOGETHER THE SUPPLIER 
MANAGEMENT PUZZLE  
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NOT JUST ANOTHER THING TO “MANAGE” …

SUPPLIER MANAGEMENT 
IMPACTS YOUR P2P CYCLE 
MORE THAN YOU’D THINK.
Finance professionals point to AP and procurement as their 
number one back-office automation priority. And while there are a 
lot of internal efficiency and operational challenges that reinforce 
the need to automate AP, managing supplier relationships is 
one of the biggest drivers — especially given its increasing value 
propelled by uncertain economies. 

HOW IT AFFECTS SUPPLY CHAINS:
Risk. When you’re entrusted with financial and 
business data as AP teams are, manually managing 
sensitive information via paper, emails and phone calls 
drastically increases risk, as no chain of custody or 
audit trails are able to be tracked. 

Compliance. Manual supplier management makes it 
difficult to monitor and regulate purchasing channels 
and ensure compliance with e-invoicing policies. 

Invoice and payment visibility. Without full 
transparency into supplier invoices and payments, 
tracking down who did what on each supplier account 
is a cumbersome task that can easily lead to slow 
processing times and other delays that can negatively 
impact supply chains.

HOW IT AFFECTS CASHFLOW:
Cashflow visibility. Manual supplier management 
doesn’t lend itself too well to tracking cash activities, 
making it much harder to get an accurate read on your 
cash position. Poor cashflow visibility can ultimately 
lead to less optimal payment terms and less cash on-
hand.

Supplier communication. Strengthening supplier 
relationships is virtually impossible without having 
open, ongoing communication. Without automation, 
communication with suppliers must be done via email 
and phone calls, which only creates more inefficiencies. 
A lack of collaboration with suppliers will only weaken 
your negotiating position come contract renewal time.

of finance professionals interviewed said that their 
supplier relationships are more strategically 

important now than a year ago.1

This makes sense given the pandemic-induced, 
fundamental shifts in work environments and 

supply chains that have made supplier relationships 
inherently more vital.

58%

1 State of Accounts Payable Report, 2021. MineralTree. 
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DRIVING RESILIENCE & 
CONTINUITY THROUGH 
SUPPLIER RELATIONSHIPS
Never before has business resilience and continuity been so vital for 
organisations to incorporate into every single process, and supplier 
management is no exception.

THE INHERENT VALUE OF SUPPLIER RELATIONSHIPS
The relationships you build with your suppliers can benefit your 
organisation in more ways than you’d think. Collaborating with suppliers 
and involving them in the supplier management process helps build longer-
lasting, trust-based relationships that can be leveraged in the future. 

Not surprisingly, a recent survey found that 58% of finance professionals 
interviewed said their supplier relationships were more strategically 
important than a year ago, with 74% reporting that suppliers are essential to 
their continued growth.1 The importance of supplier relationships is likely to 
keep growing as organisations focus on moving their businesses forward 
and preventing future supply chain vulnerability.

AUTOMATION: THE KEY TO BUSINESS 
RESILIENCE & CONTINUITY
Automation delivers efficiencies that bolster 
bottom lines and helps prevent doing 
business with the wrong partner. Supplier 
management solutions help businesses 
evaluate and monitor suppliers and their 
associated risk before even engaging with 
them.

Connecting external data sources, like Dun 
& Bradstreet, to vet suppliers can help to 
minimise risk even more by tracking risk 
indicators like: 

Failure Score 

Likelihood to cease business (next 
12 months) 
Percentile bet. 1 & 100
100 = lowest probability

Delinquency Risk 
Likelihood to pay suppliers late (next 
12 months) 
6 classes: low to extreme

Layoff Risk 
Likelihood to layoff employees (next 
6 months)
5 classes: low to high

of accounts payable 
teams are working 
completely remotely.2 

of procurement leaders 
say that the top goal 
of managing suppliers 
is to improve supplier 
relationships.2

31%46%

1 State of Accounts Payable Report, 2021. MineralTree. 
2 Institute of Finance and Management (IOFM) January 2021 online survey 
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ONBOARDING SUPPLIERS 
Onboarding is a complex, multi-step, cross-departmental process. And while 
onboarding has never been easy, it’s become even harder these days.

You’ve vetted a new supplier (high five!), and now you have to onboard them into 
your business’s workflow. While it’s ideal to have new suppliers onboarded in just a 
few days, things like technology gaps, poor communication and compliance issues 
can cause lengthy delays and sometimes take up to six months to fully onboard. 

ONBOARDING CHALLENGES 

Slow onboarding 
When workplaces were forced to suddenly shift to remote 
working, it became much harder and time-consuming 
to vet and onboard suppliers, even though the stakes 
became higher. Slow onboarding can cause suppliers 
to look elsewhere and could be the difference between 
getting the materials you need and leaving customers out 
to dry. 

Technology gaps
Collaborating with suppliers becomes more convoluted 
when they have their own solution in place or, in some 
cases, no solution at all. This makes you more vulnerable 
to errors and incomplete information that can lead to 
delays, fulfillment mistakes and chargebacks.

Compliance
The more suppliers you have, the harder it is to ensure 
compliance across your entire business and supply chain, 
which can lead to disruption in operations, product recalls, 
customer cancellations, legal action, and reputational 
damage.  

HOW AUTOMATION SIMPLIFIES IT

Self-service portal
A self-service supplier portal can fast-track the whole 
onboarding process. It eliminates the juggling of PDFs, 
emails and faxes by letting suppliers access a portal 
where they can input and monitor all their information, 
and provides chat tools for easier communication.

Vendor registration forms
Online registration forms make it easy for suppliers 
to know what information they need to provide. The 
automatic verification of information helps stakeholders 
identify and correct errors quickly to make sure all 
compliance regulations are met.

IBAN verification
A supplier management solution also can automatically 
verify a supplier’s International Bank Account Number 
(IBAN) to prevent the submission of incorrect bank 
references and to ensure that the IBAN submitted 
corresponds to the correct company.

of accounts payable departments find 
slow onboarding to be the biggest 
supplier management challenge.2

27%

2 Institute of Finance and Management (IOFM) January 2021 online survey 
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SUPPLIER INQUIRIES MANAGEMENT
In AP departments, there’s nothing more inefficient and time-sucking than having to put everything on hold to address supplier inquiries. 
It’s time to find a better way.

LET THESE EYE-OPENING STATISTICS SINK IN FOR A SEC:

10-20% of supplier invoices 
generate inquiries.2

It takes 5-20 minutes on 
average to address one 

inquiry.2
Roughly 60% of inquiries stem 

from already paid invoices.2
It takes employees about 
23 minutes to regain their 

attention after an interruption.3

THE CHALLENGE
Workplace disruptions are taxing on the well-being and 
productivity of your employees. There’s a wide variety of 
document types that AP departments receive from suppliers:

	� Account statements
	� Credit notes & invoices
	� Invoice status requests
	� Price lists
	� Contracts & legal documents

All of these must be classified and routed accordingly, and 
when that process is done manually, it requires a significant 
amount of time — time that could be spent on higher-value 
tasks and nurturing relationships with suppliers.

THE FIX
Automated supplier inquiries management provides the 
best of both worlds. By being able to configure how supplier 
inquiries are triaged, you’re helping to free up AP teams from 
interruptions and repetitive administrative work so they can be 
more productive, accurate and fulfilled in their work — all while 
improving the supplier experience through faster payment 
and responses to inquiries, which can ultimately lead to better 
cashflow and productivity.

Additionally, self-service portals allow suppliers to track 
invoice statuses on their own and utilise chat tools to get their 
questions answered quickly, all without having to call or email 
your AP department.

2 Institute of Finance and Management (IOFM) January 2021 online survey 
3 The Cost of Interrupted Work: More Speed and Stress, 2008. Gloria Mark.
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CONTRACT MANAGEMENT
Imagine being able to have all your supplier contracts in one place and 
accessible whenever you needed them … Without automation, that’s a tall 
order for AP specialists. 

Managing a wide variety of supplier contracts in a manual environment 
makes you even more vulnerable to risk, compliance and regulatory issues. 
But with the right tool, contract management doesn’t have to be risky 
business.

WHY MANAGING CONTRACTS IS TOUGH

Non-compliance with regulatory issues
Attempting to navigate regulations and protocols to verify factors 
like employee safety, data security, social responsibility and financial 
honesty can be very difficult, especially for companies operating in 
multiple countries, as the rules and regulations can differ overseas.

Lack of centralisation and standardisation
Without an automated solution, time and resources are often 
wasted on drafting, reviewing and tracking down supplier contracts. 
Automation allows AP teams to locate contracts and other documents 
faster, giving organisations a productive edge, helping to mitigate 
contractual risk and improving overall workplace effectiveness.

Managing contract lifecycles
A missed expiry or renewal date could result in many problematic 
situations, like not being able to bill for work done on a contract 
or paying for the renewal of a tool you don’t use. Manual contract 
management opens the door for miscommunication and deadlines to 
be missed.

of global procurement leaders say that 
managing risk is their top priority.2 

55%

HOW TO ACHIEVE IT
Automation is the best way to leverage contract 
management for business growth. By providing a central 
contract repository, supplier management automation 
allows you to:

	� Quickly retrieve contracts

	� Create contracts either by manually filling in a 
form or by capturing values from an uploaded 
contract

	� Follow up & track created contract approval status

	� Check contract compliance via approval 
workflows

	� Audit & track modifications

	� Share contracts & reports 

	� Electronically & securely store all contract 
information

	� Automatic alerts to notify contract owners of 
upcoming contract end dates or renewal dates

	� Ability to terminate contracts before the initial end 
date

2 Institute of Finance and Management (IOFM) January 2021 online survey 
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PROPEL YOUR BUSINESS WITH SUPPLIER 
MANAGEMENT AUTOMATION
Supplier management is far too important to your business to entrust it to paper forms, emails and phone calls.

Automating supplier onboarding and management is a win-win for buyers and suppliers. Looking to the future (one that’s murky and 
unsure), it’s something that forwarding-thinking businesses can’t afford to neglect anymore. 

WHY AUTOMATION MAKES MANAGING SUPPLIERS SO MUCH EASIER

It’s much less risky. Onboarding suppliers through a self-service portal lowers 
the risk of opening a phishing email. And all supplier information is verified and 
tracked for compliance.

It’s less clumsy. Manual onboarding and management tasks are eliminated, 
freeing AP staff to focus more time on higher value activities like data analysis. 

It’s quicker. Suppliers are automatically reminded to submit information, 
therefore speeding up onboarding and improving relationships with suppliers.

It’s simpler. Suppliers can use a portal to quickly complete and submit 
information, workflows are streamlined, and compliance checks are automatic.

It’s transparent. Dashboards provide visibility into every step of the process so 
AP and procurement leaders always know that supplier data is up to date. 
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Basically, automating supplier management 
is super important …

As supply chain uncertainty ensues (for who 
knows how long), organisations with growth 
in sight need to push modernising supplier 
management to the top of their priority list 
to cultivate stronger relationships and P2P 
process efficiencies that promote continued 
growth and business resilience. Speaking of 
which, that just so happens to be something 
Esker is good at.

WHY AUTOMATE WITH ESKER?
Esker’s Supplier Management solution 
completes Esker’s P2P suite, helping today’s 
companies manage supplier information 
and automate processes across the supply 
chain. With its 360-degree view of supplier 
information, your business can effectively 
manage compliance, minimise risk, gain 
full process visibility and reduce P2P staff 
workload.
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AUTOMATION FEATURES THAT IMPROVE 
P2P EFFICIENCY & SUPPLIER RELATIONSHIPS 
The last thing companies want when automating supplier management is to deal with the complexity of disparate, incompatible solutions. 
Esker dashboards offer a larger, unified platform that houses all the tools and technology needed to achieve P2P efficiency and drive 
continuous growth. Here are supplier management automation’s most prominent features and benefits:

Multi-channel platform 
When workplaces were forced to suddenly shift to 
remote working, it became much harder and time-
consuming to vet and onboard suppliers, even though 
the stakes became higher. Slow onboarding can cause 
suppliers to look elsewhere and could be the difference 
between getting the materials you need and leaving 
customers out to dry. 

AI-driven data recognition
Collaborating with suppliers becomes more convoluted 
when they have their own solution in place or, in some 
cases, no solution at all. This makes you more vulnerable 
to errors and incomplete information that can lead to 
delays, fulfillment mistakes and chargebacks.

Archiving
The more suppliers you have, the harder it is to ensure 
compliance across your entire business and supply 
chain, which can lead to disruption in operations, 
product recalls, customer cancellations, legal action, and 
reputational damage.  

Esker Anywhere™ mobile app
A self-service supplier portal can fast-track the whole 
onboarding process. It eliminates the juggling of PDFs, 
emails and faxes by letting suppliers access a portal 
where they can input and monitor all their information, 
and provides chat tools for easier communication.

ERP integration
Online registration forms make it easy for suppliers 
to know what information they need to provide. The 
automatic verification of information helps stakeholders 
identify and correct errors quickly to make sure all 
compliance regulations are met.

Supplier self-service portal
A supplier management solution also can automatically 
verify a supplier’s IBAN to prevent the submission of 
incorrect bank references and to ensure that the IBAN 
submitted corresponds to the correct company.
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HI, WE’RE ESKER
Founded in 1985, Esker is a global cloud platform built to unlock 
strategic value for financial and customer service leaders and 
strengthen collaboration between companies by automating procure-
to-pay (P2P) and order-to-cash (O2C) processes.
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BUSINESS SUCCESS IS BEST WHEN SHARED 
At Esker, we believe the only way to create real, meaningful 

change is through positive-sum growth. This means achieving 
business success that doesn’t come at the expense of any 
individual, department or company — everyone wins! That’s 
why our AI-driven technology is designed to empower every 

stakeholder while promoting long-term value creation.
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