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By Jennifer Lehman
As more companies grow and expand into the global
marketplace, the need for automation within the credit
and collections department is becoming increasingly
apparent. Yet, many credit professionals admit that their
company has not automated its systems with regard to
international affairs. One reason is simple—Automation may not make sense for them.
“Automation works best for companies that process
hundreds and thousands of transactions [a] day. That
manual process is very time consuming, and automation can be very helpful,” said Joseph McNamara, CCE,
CICP, vice president of credit and political risk for

UK Ltd. “Business transaction automation in Basware’s
viewpoint has been evolving, and we have barely
scratched the surface,” he said. “Most of the business
transactions (purchase orders, invoices, payments, etc.)
globally are still manual, but the decision to automate
many of these processes is driven by efficiency demands
and a desire to create economies of scale by progressive
governments and large corporations.”
Basware focuses on automating procure to payment
(P2P) process between buyers and suppliers. Van der
Poel views technological advances as critical to level the
trade relationship between corporations. “We notice

International, Interconnected
The Role Automation Should Play in Global Business
Equinox Global Inc. “However, if your company does
not have a lot of transactions on a daily/monthly basis,
automation set up and costs could outweigh the benefit
of automation, as there might not be the transaction
volume to process, and it could be easier to process
manually. That is something that each organization will
need to determine for themselves, to see if it is an
added benefit.”

that more and more organizations realize that this automation can lead to improved supplier/buyer relationships to strengthen the value chain and strongly
improved working capital optimization,” he added.

While some companies may prefer manual
systems, the automation of domestic
and international supply chains is
continually growing, noted Ad
van der Poel, senior vice
president of financing
services for Basware
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Erik van der Mars, international sales manager for Anachron
BV, agreed that automation is becoming more prevalent across
a broad range of industries and sectors. “More and more businesses are waking up to the benefits of automation, and not
just as a cost-cutting exercise,” he said. “Automating processes
can result in much more than efficient workflows; they can
improve customer satisfaction and loyalty levels and deliver a
strong impact on the brand and its perception in the market.”
Craig Schurr, senior vice president and manager of international business division for FirstMerit Bank, N.A., took it a
step further and said, “Global commerce would not be nearly
the magnitude it is today without automation. Buyers, sellers
and intermediaries (shipping companies, bankers, etc.) are
connected in real time to exchange information that facilitates
global sales transactions. The information may be in the form
of pre-sales documents such as pro forma invoices and purchase orders, intra sales documents such as shipping status
and payable information or post sale information such as payment details and arrival of goods. It is of huge importance.”

The Purpose of Automation

For multinational companies, automation allows a business to
standardize each process, such as invoicing, cash applications,
disputes and collections. Since many countries possess varying business practices and currencies, technology can serve as

a means to better streamline the global business to business
(B2B) partnership. Automation is the driver of increased
value, effectiveness and efficiency, providing the ability to
eliminate manual tasks and allow a company to focus resources on other, more important assignments, explained Jay Tchakarov, associate vice president of product management and
marketing for HighRadius Corporation.

“Automation works best for
companies that process hundreds
and thousands of transactions
[a] day.”
“The value of automation, when you look at the day-to-day
manual tasks that a team performs, 80-90% of those can be
fully automated,” Tchakarov said during the NACM webinar,
“Cash Application—5 Ways to Get the Most from Automation
with OCR” in September. “That means the resources can be
refocused, and this is what drives real improvement in KPI
[key performance indicator]—things like DSO [days sales
outstanding] reduction and reduction of bad debt. Now you
can actually grow the business, grow the amount of payments
processed, without actually growing the team.”
Automation does not mean to replace paper documents with
a computer, but rather utilizing technology to create less manual work and make the overall process more efficient. For
example, a company collects payment from another
country and the process takes five steps; the
automated system would eliminate three
of those steps. “Here, the value is not
to just fully eliminate paper,”
Tchakarov told NACM, “but
really look at the clerical
tasks one by one in
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Make sure to
understand the
before and after of
the new system,
and utilize all of
the benefits that
the technology
can offer. Also,
look for a system
like cloud-based technology that doesn’t require constant
updates. “Make sure the system you need is not something
that is providing you a snapshot—[that] it can be easily updated and adjusted to the changing technological world,” Tchakarov advised. “The international arena has changed a lot.
Europe now is not what your Europe was 10 years ago. Eastern Europe is becoming more sophisticated. … the way of
doing business overall is changing.”

“We notice that more and more organizations realize
that this automation can lead to improved supplier/
buyer relationships to strengthen the value chain
and strongly improved working capital optimization.”
each business process and … let the computers handle as
much of the work as possible.”
Large amounts of money can get tied into the manual deduction process, Tchakarov added, which is why automation is
important to improving KPIs, eliminating bad debt and getting in front of potential problems. The key enabler is “having
a system that will do the work for you—that is what will help
improve KPIs,” Tchakarov stressed.
Benefits of automation include lower processing costs, better
recordkeeping, faster processes, easier trade, improved brand
recognition and a greater customer experience. “The benefits
are extraordinary. Think about goods movement—we can
track containers using GPS/RDFI technology and pinpoint
where a shipment is at almost any time,” Schurr commented.
“Think of payments—technology has eliminated paper,
replacing it with real time submission of payment requests
from buyers to their banks and automated interface with their
banks’ payment systems. This expedites processing, decreases
human error and improves Straight Through Processing
(STP). The result is faster receipt by sellers of payments for
their goods. Additionally, databases of known terrorists and
money launderers are interfaced into our transaction support
technology which reduces the potential for putting our company at risk for doing business with any of them.”

Taking Steps toward Automation
When looking to automate, it is
important to plan ahead and
understand how the new system
will make the company more
efficient. “When we work with
customers, we try to break it
down to very specific ROI
[return on investment],” Tchakarov said. “Where will ROI
come from? What are the costs
associated with each step? Break
it down step-by-step.”
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McNamara recommends setting up an internal score card that
focuses on risks. “Don’t be afraid to have or design multiple
score cards that are specific to each country you are doing
business in,” he said. Automation with regard to payment processing is usually a quick and easy process, McNamara
acknowledged, as long as the payment information lists the
corresponding invoice number or documentation that is
required. When dealing with another country’s currency, the
dealer and distributor should agree beforehand on the type of
exchange. “When that is done, the automated system will be
able to clear off the respective invoices,” he said.
Van der Poel cited the following best practices:
•	Automatic reconciliations of transactions (for instance,
purchase orders to invoices to payments)
•	Workload management—enable employees to focus on
higher-value transactions
•	Enable counterparties to transact electronically, whether
directly or via portals

“Automating processes can result in much
more than efficient workflows; they can
improve customer satisfaction and loyalty
levels and deliver a strong impact on the
brand and its perception in the market.”

•	Centralize receipt of invoices and payments—
better management of banking relationships
•	Compliance enforcement and transparency
“Often automation initiatives are started initially to control
or decrease operational costs. However, once certain processes are fully automated, they can increase a B2B relationship
and by doing so, increase sales,” van der Poel said. “In the
context of one’s supply chain, it will also unleash trapped
working capital.”

The Role of Technology in a Business Supply Chain

In today’s technological world, time and money are increasingly important. “If companies are able to better use technology to approve new buyers, release orders, alert you to problems, start the collection process, do cash application, place
orders, and order inventory, it will go a long way to improve
the efficiencies of any company,” McNamara said. “Ultimately
these efficiencies save time, money and costs that go directly
to the bottom line.”

“ The international arena has
changed a lot. Europe now is not
what your Europe was 10 years ago.
Eastern Europe is becoming more
sophisticated ... the way of doing
business overall is changing.”
Challenges of Automation

In some cases, changing the mindset of people presents the
largest challenge, recognized van der Mars, but automating
procedures creates its own complexities that need to be considered. For example, businesses may encounter customers who
are unwilling or unable to switch to an electronic process, such
as e-invoicing, and may require their communication to be
delivered in a traditional paper format. “In reality, there’s never
a one-size-fits-all solution,” van der Mars said. “Customers can
require invoices to be delivered in different formats … and by
different networks. All of these formats and networks are considered as standards. Within the financial world there are a lot
of country, branch and ERP [Enterprise Resource Planning]
specific standards to take into consideration. And of course,
they have their own differences and dialects. We are constantly
mapping these different (invoicing) formats to accommodate
the exchange of invoices for our customers.”
Other challenges, McNamara pointed out, include potential
red flags that are not caught during the automation process,
and approval of too many accounts that do not pay or become
insolvent. “Depending on how the respective risk score card is
set up, the score card could kick out a number of transitions
that do not fit the criteria or that are over the limits that were
designed in the score card. These transactions would then
need to go to someone to manually review and look at the
data, which usually slows down the process,” he said. “Also
depending on the country, you might want to set more restrictive approaches as each country could be very different and
may cause a much greater risk.”

Technology can also play a major role in the supply
chain process. It can help ensure that a company’s
client has enough products and that it is selling
through at a proper rate. “It can show you [a] slow
moving product that [they] may need to push or
marketing incentive,” McNamara said, “and it can
hold back on processing orders if inventory is not
selling through fast enough, to prevent issues with
too much inventory.”

It does not matter if a company is working in one or
100 countries, automation is vital to ensure a business’s efficiency, stressed Schurr, adding: “Tracking
movement and knowing where a company’s merchandize is at
any moment is critical to both physical and supply chain management. This impacts when customers are expected to pay,
when duties will be paid, on what value duties are calculated,
sales commissions are paid, borrowings against accounts
receivable are due, heavens this goes on and on. … To try and
do international business without the latest in technology
would be suicidal for a business.”

“ Tracking movement and
knowing where a company ’s
merchandize is at any moment is
critical to both physical and
supply chain management.”
But, for company executives who are not yet ready to change
their method of doing business, Tchakarov recommends to at
least stay knowledgeable on the technology trends. “If you are
dealing with any significant volume of business and transactions, you have to get ready and prepare to automate. No
business can afford to perform at the level of years past,” he
said. It is vital for a company to look for new ways to add value
to the customer’s experience. “The standards are changing
with time and expectations of credit and A/R team performance are growing all the time,” Tchakarov added. “It is not
feasible to remain on [the] same software forever—you have
to look for change to take the next step or your peers will leave
you behind.”
Jennifer Lehman, NACM marketing and communications associate,
can be reached at jenniferl@nacm.org.
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