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Accounts receivable (AR) leaders are under tremendous 
pressure to help their business manage its cash:

• Reduce Day’s Sales Outstanding (DSO)

• Decrease write-offs and unauthorized customer 
deductions

• Increase control over working capital

• Improve the accuracy of cash forecasting

One way that AR leaders can achieve these goals is 
by lobbying their business to rethink its order-to-cash 
(O2C) cycle — the various processes that occur from 
the time an order is received to when a payment and 
the associated invoice are reconciled. Inefficient and 
ineffective O2C processes have implications on an 
organization’s cash flow that can’t be underestimated. 

This white paper will show you the cash-flow benefits of 
automating the O2C process.

Sales Order Processing Remains a 
Manual Affair

A deep chasm exists at most businesses between 
customer service and AR. 

The gap starts with the manual processwes that most 
businesses use to process sales orders: 

1. Business receives sales orders from customers 
in paper and electronic format through several 
delivery channels, including mail, telephone, 
fax, e-mail and electronic data interchange 
transmission. Orders may also be received directly 
via a web portal. A customer’s preferred method 
for submitting orders can vary based on its size, 
level of technology and industry.

 2. Once a sales order is received, it is typically 
printed. The supplier also records the time that 
the order was received to help track performance 
against promised delivery timeframes.

3. Sales order must then be routed to the appropriate 
individual for fulfillment. In many cases, a customer 
service representative must determine who is 
responsible for handling an order based on the 
customer, product and division. An individual may 
be designated to handle complex orders, orders 
requiring expedited handling, or orders from 
important customers.

4. The person responsible for handling the sales 
order then verifies critical information such as: 
the customer, the shipping address, the delivery 
date, the product type, quantity and size, and the 
product pricing. After the sales order information 
is verified, the order is created in the supplier’s 
enterprise resource planning (ERP) application. 
Some businesses require someone to double-
check orders in an ERP before allowing a product 
to be scheduled for shipping. Customer service 
representatives also must ensure that a sales order 
is not a duplicate. 

5. It is the responsibility of the supplier’s logistics 
team to then prepare and ship sales orders that 
have been posted in the supplier’s ERP. The sales 
order is then filed for safekeeping.    

These manual processes bog down the O2C process 
from the time that sales orders are received, and there is 
little that receivables leaders can do to make up for these 
inefficiencies.

The Problem with Manual O2C  
Processes

Manually processing sales orders creates a lot of 
headaches for everyone involved: 

•  Delayed orders.  
It is not uncommon for sales orders be overlooked 
on a fax machine or left unattended in the e-mail 
box of a customer service representative who is out 
of the office. 

•  High operational costs.  
It costs businesses an average of between $10 and 
$16.50 to manually process a single sales order. 
That’s according to a 2018 APQC survey of more 
than 160 supply chain and customer service leaders 
at medium and large enterprises across industries. 
Labor represents a big part of the cost of manually 
processing sales orders. For instance, the lack of 
scalability in a manual environment requires many 
suppliers to hire costly (and less skilled) temporary 
staff to help process orders during peak volume 
periods.   
 
 



© 2020 IOFM, Diversified Communications. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted  
by any means, electronic or mechanical, without prior written permission of the Institute of Finance & Management. 

4

ORDER-TO-CASH AUTOMATION: 
What’s in it for Accounts Receivable Leaders?

•  Lots of errors.  
Mis-keyed data is an especially big problem in 
an environment where sales orders are manually 
processed. Critical sales order data such as the 
product code, unit price, product quantity and 
delivery address are frequently mis-keyed. These 
types of errors can result in incorrect shipments, 
delayed or misrouted deliveries, and incorrect 
billing.  

• Low staff morale.  
Manually processing sales orders is menial work 
that keeps customer service representatives from 
more fulfilling tasks such as data analysis and 
cross-selling.  

• Lousy performance against Service Level 
Agreements (SLAs).  
Only 10 percent of businesses consistently meet 
the delivery-related SLAs they have with customers, 
CXP Group reports. Businesses put their reputation 
on the line when they make commitments that 
goods will be delivered the next day for orders 
placed before noon. Customers who are dissatisfied 
with a supplier’s SLA performance may take their  
business elsewhere.     

• Poor customer responsiveness.  
Filing sales orders makes it hard for suppliers to  
get their hands on the information they need to 
respond to a customer question, request or claim 
regarding an order. Fifty-six percent of businesses 
cannot immediately retrieve an order when a 
customer has a question about the corresponding 
invoice, CXP Group finds. Making matters worse, 
suppliers that manually process sales orders can 
never be sure where things stand in the process:  
was an order received or is it awaiting entry into  
the ERP? 

• No chance of becoming best in class.  
The lack of visibility in a manual sales order 
processing environment makes it virtually 
impossible for a supplier to track Key Performance 
Indicators (KPIs), much less identify opportunities 
for continuous process improvement.  

All these challenges have big downstream implications on 
a company’s cash flow. 

The Ramifications of Imperfect 
Orders

Businesses strive for perfection when they receive a sales 
order from a customer.

The correct product …
… in the correct quantity

… delivered to the correct location

… when the customer wanted it

… and billed at the correct price. 

But manual sales order processes keep perfection out of 
the reach of most businesses. 

When …
… an order is wrong

… is sent to the wrong address

… is delayed

… or billed incorrectly

… customers are likely to dispute an invoice, delay 
payment or demand compensation. In other words, 
O2C issues impact the cash flow that receivables 
leaders are charged with improving. 

An End-to-End Solution to Slow 
Cash Flow

Order-to-cash solutions bridge the chasm between 
receiving orders and applying cash. 

Order-to-cash solutions automate all the processes 
required to receive and process sales, from order 
management and fulfillment to invoicing and payment 
processing. The technology continuously monitors for 
new sales orders, eliminating the possibility that one will 
be missed. It does away with manual processes such as 
creating and mailing invoices. It also reduces the expenses 
associated with paper, postage and manual data entry. 

One pharmaceutical company 
saved 190 hours of employee 
time each month through sales 
order automation. As a result, its 
employees spend more time on 
higher-value activities.
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And it helps improve communications with customers. 

Order-to-cash automation also helps businesses avoid 
errors that can lead to compliance violations. 

But what should really have AR leaders excited about 
automating the O2C cycle is how it helps accelerate access 
to cash that the business is owed by reducing friction.  

Automated O2C solutions combine several 
technologies that help accelerate cash flow: 

• Electronic invoicing simplifies the processing and 
delivery of invoices and associated documents 
by extracting invoice data from the supplier’s 
ERP application and sending it via the customer’s 
preferred delivery channel: mail, electronic invoice 
or web-based portal. Invoices are archived, tracked 
and reconciled electronically for enhanced visibility 
and improved process control. Customers can pay 
invoices from a secure, web-based portal.   

• Artificial intelligence (AI) is a group of technologies 
and algorithms that help O2C solutions make 
accurate (and even complex) decisions based on 
trends and past decisions. AI mimics decisions  
that would take additional time for humans to  
make. Machine learning is a kind of AI that 
automatically gathers key O2C information,  
such as order data. 

• Robotic process automation (RPA) eliminates the 
repetitive, low-value manual tasks that consume  
so much of the typical AR clerk’s time. For  
instance, software bots upload invoice content 
to customer portals and capture payment and 
remittance data. 

• Cash application streamlines multi-currency cash 
allocation and reconciliation while providing financial 
decision-makers with a real-time view of cash and 
debits. 

• Self-service web portals empower customers to 
place orders from an e-catalog of products and 
services, reload past orders, see the status of 
invoices in real-time, review payment due dates,  
log disputes and enter a reason directly on an 
invoice, and electronically pay invoices. 

• Automated payment reminder emails ensure that 
customers know what is due and when.  
 

• Intuitive chat tools facilitate the real-time exchange 
of information to help ensure timely sales order 
fulfillment and payment and to resolve disputes 
before they become contentious. Shared 
information is digitally archived and instantly 
accessible by suppliers and buyers. 

• Graphical dashboards provide suppliers and buyers 
with real-time visibility into the status of sales 
orders and invoices, product delivery dates, and the 
scheduled date of payments. 

• Customized Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) 
and configurable analytics and reports provide 
timely insights into DSO and every aspect of an 
organization’s collections process. 

Together, these capabilities tightly connect customer 
service with AR, enabling businesses to accelerate cash 
flow. That’s music to an AR leader’s ears.

The Power of O2C Automation

Automation eliminates the manual steps that increase  
the cost of processing sales orders, invoicing customers 
and resolving unauthorized customer deductions.  
Freeing staff from the drudgery of manual O2C processes 
also improves employee morale, allows staff to spend 
more time on higher-value activities such as data 
analysis, and supports growth without the need to hire 
more staff.

One medical device manufacturer 
achieved a 7.5 percent 
improvement in its customer 
satisfaction ratings as a result 
of automating its sales order 
process.

One snack food manufacturer 
creates 90 percent of the orders 
in its ERP application without 
human intervention as a result 
of deploying an automated sales 
order processing solution.
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The ability to create, modify and fulfill sales orders 
without human intervention significantly improves the 
most relevant KPIs across order management, APQC’s 
2018 Transform Customer Service and Operations 
Through Order Automation report finds.

But the biggest benefit of O2C automation is the 
tantalizing improvements in cash flow that the technology 
provides. 

Order-to-cash automation can help businesses of  
all sizes: 

• Reduce DSO. Reducing the time that it takes to 
process sales orders allows for faster billing which 
can potentially reduce DSO, a measure of how 
long it takes a business to collect its receivables. 
One pharmaceutical company reduced its average 
time to process a sales order by 80 percent as 
a result of automation. The visibility provided by 
O2C automation also enables suppliers to identify 
inefficiencies in their processes in order to achieve 
continuous improvements — and faster billing 
cycles — over time.  

• Fewer customer deductions. Automation reduces 
the possibility of delayed or incorrect shipments 
that can result in customer deductions that can bog 
down receivables processes. One medical device 
manufacturer increased the level of accuracy in 
fulfilling its orders to 99.6 percent from 98.4 percent 
as a result of automating its sales order process.   

• Lower write-offs. Automation reduces the 
possibility of shipment and delivery problems 
that will lead to unhappy customers demanding 
write-offs that chip away at corporate profitability 
and create headaches for receivables leaders. 
Customers can submit orders via their preferred 
delivery channel. Orders are delivered accurately 
  
 

and on time. Customers can track orders 24/7 via 
a self-service portal., and disputes can be created 
and resolved quickly.  

• Better financial control. Without the need for 
keying or paper handling, sales orders can be 
created in a supplier’s ERP much faster, resulting 
in better visibility into cash flow. Creating invoices 
electronically reduces the possibility of billing errors 
and lost or misplaced bills. 

• More accurate cash forecasting. Real-time 
graphical dashboards, ad hoc reports and other 
automated tools provide transparency across the 
sales order process. Accounts receivable leaders 
can instantly access the status of pending sales 
orders, order backlogs, the average time to fulfill 
orders, invoice status and other metrics that are key 
to cash forecasting.

Each of these benefits of an automated O2C solution is 
impressive. 

Together, they can significantly accelerate a company’s 
cash flow. 

Why Automate O2C Now

Automating how a business manages and fulfills its 
orders and invoices has big implications for businesses, 
as well as AR leaders. The technology reduces 
operational costs, provides a better customer experience 
and enhances visibility. Most importantly, it eliminates 
the friction that impacts cash flow. That’s why more 
AR leaders are becoming strong supporters of their 
company’s plans to automate its O2C lifecycle.   

It may require more than 50 mouse 
clicks to process a single sales 
order in a manual environment. 
With an automated system, an 
order can be processed with a 
single mouse click.

Cash is king. And automated 
order-to-cash solutions have 
proven to be an effective way of 
getting cash flow moving in the 
right direction.
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About the Institute of Finance  
& Management 

Accounting and finance professions have 
each undergone nothing short of a complete 
transformation since the Institute of Finance 
and Management (IOFM) was founded in 1982 
and since then our mission has been, and 
continues to be, to align the resources, events, 
certifications, and networking opportunities 
we offer with what companies need from the 
accounting and finance functions to deliver 
market leadership. IOFM empowers accounting 
and finance professionals to maximize the 
strategic value they offer their employers.

Our enduring commitment to serving the 
accounting and finance professions is 
unmatched. IOFM has certified over 25,000 
accounting and finance professionals and 
serves several thousand conference and 
webinar attendees each year.

IOFM is proud to be recognized as the leading 
organization in providing training, education 
and certification programs specifically for 
professionals in accounts payable, procure-to-
pay, accounts receivable and order-to-cash, 
as well as key tax and compliance resources 
for global and shared services professionals, 
controllers, and their finance and administration 
(F&A) teams.

Learn more at IOFM.com

About Esker

Esker is a global leader in AI-driven process automation 
software. Esker’s cloud-based solutions are compatible 
with all geographic, regulatory and technology 
environments, helping over 6,000 companies around the 
world improve efficiency, visibility, accuracy and cost-
savings associated with the processing and exchange of 
information. 

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.

Esker’s solutions span the procure-to-pay (P2P) and 
order-to-cash (O2C) cycles — allowing organizations to 
automate a variety of different business processes that 
run on paper documents, including: 

• Order Management: process, track and archive 
any customer order or claim electronically 

•  Accounts Receivable: streamline invoice delivery  
and reduce DSO with automated tools 

• Accounts Payable: turn AP into a profit center with 
paper-free vendor invoice processing

Learn more at esker.com

http://www.IOFM.com
https://www.esker.com/

