
By Chip Martin 

O ver a recent weekend, I 
found myself engaged in a rather 
competitive game of Trivial Pur-
suit with some friends. Despite a 
pretty decent memory for 1980s 
pop culture, procuring the last 
piece of my game “pie” proved 
elusive for four full rounds. Star-
ing at that circular game piece 
and its empty slot for "headlines 
of the '80s," I realized that the 
current state of electronic invoic-
ing was quite similar to my own 
journey around the Trivial Pursuit 
game board.  
 
I had moved successfully around 
the board, answering questions 
and acquiring colored pieces, but 
my inability to secure that last 
puzzle piece was preventing me 
from finishing first. I ultimately 
finished second. Not bad, but cer-
tainly not the intended outcome. 
With electronic invoicing, we’ve 
seen many organizations in di-
verse industries transform their 
approach to handling paper in-
voices and creating more effi-
cient—and cost effective—review 
and approval processes. But 
there’s a final barrier that many 
struggle with and it is supplier 
adoption.  

Confronting Supplier Adoption 
Rates    

In my estimation, supplier adop-
tion is the single largest hurdle to 
achieving winning electronic in-
voicing initiatives today. Trying to 
persuade your suppliers to 
change their processes, which 
have likely been in place for 
years, to align with your organi-
zation’s needs can be a costly and 
time-consuming process.  

Selling your vision for accounts 
payable automation to suppliers is 
largely dependent on your ability 
to give them a beneficial reason 
to come along for the ride. The 
more suppliers that participate in 
your electronic invoicing initiative, 
the greater its impact will be on 
your organization. 

To date, many accounts payable  
departments have struggled un-
successfully with effectively com-
municating the value of AP auto-
mation initiatives to their suppli-
ers, and as a result have jeopard-
ized key relationships through 
compliance mandates. Not too 
long ago, for example, my organi-
zation received a letter from a 
telecommunications company in-
dicting that it now required elec-
tronic invoice submission and 
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payment disbursement via their 
ePayables Center, which was op-
erated by a software company.  
 
After briefly detailing the benefits 
of this service, the letter went on 
to disclose that failure to comply 
with this request would allow the 
telecommunications company to 
dictate its own payment terms 
and/or refuse to conduct any fu-
ture business with our company.  
For many suppliers,  this ap-
proach could hardly be described 
as best practice in managing suc-
cessful, long-term vendor rela-
tionships.   
 
Understanding What Reso-
nates with Suppliers 
 
The foundation of a solid relation-
ship between buyers and suppli-
ers isn’t built on buying power 
alone, it also incorporates coop-
eration, mutual respect, and a 
shared commitment to quality. 
From a supplier’s perspective, 
throwing support behind your AP 
automation initiative should rep-
resent an opportunity to improve 
the efficiency of its own accounts 
receivable (AR) processes.  
 
To achieve this, buyers, or pay-
ers, must be proactive in provid-
ing opportunities for suppliers to 
shorten the transaction cycle and 
offer self-service access to infor-
mation related to the status of 
invoice approval and settlement 

processes. Always remember that 
at the end of the day, suppliers 
want and need to control receiv-
ables with an ultimate goal of get-
ting paid faster, or at best, on 
time.  Your role in helping them to  
do this will play a significant role 
in their loyalty. 
 
If mandating participation or 
trumpeting other incentives such 
as the promise of reduced post-
age costs have stymied supplier 
interest in your organization’s e-
invoicing initiative, what ap-
proaches can deliver the full 
benefits of electronic invoicing 
without putting your supplier rela-
tionships at risk? 
 
New Thinking for Migrating 
Suppliers 
 
One potential approach to circum-
navigating the supplier adoption 
hurdle is to combine third-party 
data capture services with a ven-
dor segmentation strategy that 
allows you to determine which 
suppliers are ideal candidates for 
submitting electronic invoices di-
rectly.  
 
I mentioned earlier the difficulty 
associated with trying to get sup-
pliers to change long standing 
processes. Through the use of a 
third-party data capture service, 
which converts paper invoices in 
electronic data, you’re requesting 
the supplier only accept minimal 
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process change, most likely send-
ing invoices to a P.O. box as op-
posed to your office.  
 
By pursuing an electronic invoic-
ing initiative also capable of ac-
commodating paper invoices, 
you’re able to simultaneously 
open the door for suppliers who 
might not yet be ready (or willing) 
to make the transition to elec-
tronic invoice submission. Over 
time, you can gradually expose 
them to the mutual benefits of 
electronic invoicing (an opportu-
nity to improve their own AR 
processes) through self-service 
online visibility into invoice receipt 
and approval status,  until they’ve 
reached a point where they’re 
ready to make the switch.   
 
The other half of this approach to 
supplier migration is vendor seg-
mentation, or the process by 
which you determine those suppli-
ers ready and willing to make an 
immediate jump to electronic in-
voicing.  Breaking down your sup-

plier base is an effective way to 
get your initiative off the ground 
because it allows you to build 
your supplier network at a pace  
best suited to the resources of 
your accounting department.  
 
All the while, those not yet sub-
mitting invoices electronically are 
leveraging the third-party data 
capture service, helping your or-
ganization to successfully achieve 
the benefits of 100% electronic 
invoicing without placing any sup-
plier relationships in jeopardy. 
 
Reaching New Heights 
 
Through a pragmatic approach to 
supplier migration, accounts pay-
able departments can place them-
selves in a much stronger position 
to capitalize on the full potential 
of electronic invoicing. With more 
suppliers on-board, the greater 
your ability to work more collabo-
ratively with suppliers to resolve 
discrepancies and disputes, proac-
tively negotiate early settlement 
discounts, and bring your bank 
into the mix to take advantage of 
trade financing opportunities that 
might be available.   
 
While process efficiency gains and 
cost reductions are important 
benefits of electronic invoicing, 
unlocking an initiative’s strategic 
value is where the real promise 
lies. But without the ability to ob-
tain broad supplier support for 
your initiative, you’ll be stuck like 
I was trying to fulfill the winning 
piece of the “pie.”   AP N&T  
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