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Introduction: The Imperative to Free Up Cash
From the start of the COVID-19 crisis, cash management 
quickly became a priority for organizations around 
the world as they saw collections impacted by the 
abrupt interruption to “business as usual.” As a result, 
finance departments came under the spotlight as they 
struggled to keep businesses afloat. What this spotlight 
revealed, however, was that many departments that 
had previously flown under the radar were now sharply 
exposed. Accounts receivable (AR) departments, for 
example, suddenly emerged as a priority given their role 
in collecting that all-important cash. And many, it became 
clear, were not readily equipped to maintain, let alone 
optimize, their accounting workflow. 

SSON’s market survey to assess the impact of COVID-19 
on service delivery models, run in Q2 2020, revealed that 
nearly a third of businesses were concerned about the 
impact of the pandemic on cash collections and were 
experiencing a decline in the latter. Today, nearly two 
years later, access to capital remains a priority and as a 
result, so do AR operations. What continues to challenge 
finance leaders is how to redirect attention from what will 
always be key – increasing top-line revenue – to more 
effectively managing working capital.

AR is the source for the all-important cash that keeps 
companies running. As such, AR’s role in controlling 
cash flow is critical to the business. Most AR teams were 
deemed essential workers and were required to come 

into the office even in the midst of the lockdown. They 
were truly the “unsung heroes” of the enterprise over the 
past 18 months. It is imperative, therefore, that finance 
teams operate with the latest automation solutions and 
leverage the cloud for real-time data and capability, 
particularly in the remote work environment that defines 
the new normal.

What is surprising is that there has not been a greater 
focus on prioritizing AR for digital transformation. 

This report seeks to address that gap. It focuses on 
the opportunities to catapult AR into a more impactful, 
efficient and effective role by leveraging technology 
to automate, engage and execute. The report also 
details how AR automation can revolutionize invoice 
management, improve working capital, and facilitate 
healthy cash flow. It also addresses the hurdles finance 
departments typically encounter in adopting new ways of 
working and offers tips on overcoming these.  

To better understand how the opportunities highlighted 
translate into real life applications, we have included a 
case study on State System’s adoption of AR workflow 
automation – the problems it sought to overcome, how it 
chose and implemented an automation-driven solution, 
and the results achieved. 
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The Impact of COVID-19 on Cash Management 
COVID-19 upended the global economy and – at a micro level – AR teams. There was a lot of uncertainty as 
businesses shut down on premise operations: Would customers be able to pay their invoices? Would they go out  
of business? AR teams played a central role in ensuring cash flow while supplying CFOs with updates on the health of 
working capital. Reenforcing the problem, banks were pulling back on credit lines and access to capital became  
more difficult, which meant an even stronger focus on cash in hand. 

What quickly became apparent was that, in a remote working scenario, relying on paper presented a major gap in the 
payment and invoicing processes – one that needed to be addressed as soon as possible. However, the pandemic 
didn’t cause all the paper-related challenges. Many existed even as digital technologies became widely available. 

Paper Check Challenges
1. The pandemic sent millions of professionals 

home for an indeterminate period of time. 
During that time, payments didn’t stop. AP 
teams needed to be able to write checks, and 
AR teams needed to be able to deposit checks. 
However, given remote working practices, late 
or missed payments were often due to a paper 
check sitting in an abandoned office. This made 
for a difficult cash management process at a 
time when cash was most definitely king. 

2. As companies begin to return to the office, a 
hybrid work environment looks to become 
prevalent. In this case, paper becomes even 
more burdensome as employees split their time 
between home and the office, and shuttling 
paper back and forth presents a security risk, as 
well as, frankly, an annoyance. 

3. Many businesses, especially mid-market 
companies view paper checks as a trusted 
B2B payment method. In fact, paper checks 
represent a staggering 40% of all B2B payments 
made annually. Even in 2020, $7.875 Trillion 
moved through the U.S. economy via paper 
checks.

Paper Invoice Challenges
1. Similar to paper check challenge #1, invoices 

need to get to the customer. If that customer 
is at home, it will be that much more difficult to 
reach them in a timely manner in order for them 
to pay their bills, which means the organization 
is not getting its cash in hand and Days Sales 
Outstanding (DSO) increases. 

2. As companies wanting to get off the paper train 
look to e-invoicing, they recognize a gap in their 
customer information – most notably: an email 
address. When using paper, only a physical 
address is required, but an email address is 
essential to digital invoicing. This presents a 
major headache in effectively transitioning to a 
digital process. 

3. Paper = more paper and more time spent. In 
other words: paper drives more paper. The sure-
fire way to receive a paper check in return is to 
send a paper invoice. 

As AR professionals have to look at each line and match it to their records, this is an inefficient use of time, 
which could be spent trying to improve the process and strategize ways to increase the cash on hand.  

In the long term, this boring, repetitive work leads to burnout and higher turnover. 

 © 2021 SSON 
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How Shared Services Can  
Optimize Cash Management
Finance departments traditionally operate as a support 
function and thus as a cost center. It unfortunately finds 
itself relegated to the bottom of the list when it comes  
to investment money to drive improvements – even 
where these would quickly and significantly impact the 
bottom line. 

In most organizations AR is still woefully analog, relying on 
Excel and Outlook to complete manual tasks. In addition, 
AR operations are still largely defined by paper and PDFs, 
compounding inefficiencies.

So why do companies cling to these antiquated ways? 
Mainly because the status quo is always easier to maintain 
and the business case for leveraging technology for 
automation has not been presented clearly enough. 

Organizations may also be concerned about their 
customers’ reaction, or even resistance, to new ways of 
working. Shared services have been very successful in 
managing AP through a combination of improved process 
management and modern automation solutions. Indeed, 
AP is the process that is most effectively underpinned by 
intelligent automation technology, according to SSON 
Analytics data. Today, forward-looking enterprises are 
refocusing on AR to drive the same efficiencies. 

There is a quick and reliable return on investment when 
it comes to modernizing AR. But it requires overcoming a 
number of common hurdles that stand in the way. 

Let’s look at some of these hurdles in greater detail.

ERP system challenges 
Many organizations manage AR through 
their ERP and accounting systems. But while 
AR modules do work, they are relatively 
ineffective in supporting the quote-to-
cash process because they offer minimal 
functionality and require the addition of 
manual processes and outside systems. 
ERP systems simply cannot be everything 
to everyone. The reality is that ERP systems 
don’t support fast and effective collections 
of the sort that are today achievable 
through more specialized solutions, and 
organizations are missing out on critical wins.

AR workflow automation is a proven solution. 
It eliminates common obstacles and manual 
tasks and paves the way for improved cash 
flow, decreased DSO and increased working 
capital. One of the most significant benefits 
of AR workflow automation in today’s virtual 
world is the ability to leverage 100% cloud 
capability, enabling collections activities of 
remote teams – successfully and seamlessly 
– from anywhere.
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Moving from transactional to engaged work
AR workflow automation solutions are also significant in providing a positive and increasingly a knowledge-driven work 
environment for employees. With talent management and retention top management concerns, moving work from 
transactional “copy and paste” to a more stimulating and productive environment is key. More specifically, manual and 
tedious work doesn’t allow finance teams to operate efficiently, resulting in increased DSO. 

Finance teams are most successful when they are well-trained, given the right tools, and motivated to collect cash. AR 
workflow automation addresses all three of these criteria by enabling workflows that are underpinned by state-of-the-art 
technology, thus providing more interesting work.

On premise bottlenecks
One of the issues with “bolt on” technologies in the past was that they are not updated often enough, and thereby fall 
short of expectations. Today’s cloud-based solutions do away with this by enabling real-time updates. The cloud powers 
technology’s capability – especially for today’s remote workforce. Every employee, no matter where they are based, can 
tap into the cloud for relevant services. 

In fact, with the power of the cloud aligned to the capabilities of human capital, the possibilities are endless. According 
to SSON’s Intelligent Automation Global Market Report 2021, 32% of shared services practitioners foresee intelligent 
automation (IA) evolving effectively through cloud-based platforms. The report confirms that despite the challenges 
brought on by COVID-19, the pandemic also presented the Shared Services and Global Business Services community 
with unique opportunities such as a more strategic role in impacting business decisions at the top level (24%) and 
extending the end-to-end scope of work (20%).

There’s an opportunity, therefore, for finance departments to demonstrate a more strategic oversight by extending its 
process efficiencies end-to-end by leveraging specialist technologies that facilitate this, and leveraging the cloud for 
real-time, remote operations. 

Overcoming intelligent automation’s shortfalls
SSON’s annual State of the Shared Services Industry Report 
2021 highlights some of the shortfalls of conventional intelligent 
automation solutions. (The report is based on an extensive 
survey of shared services teams, 56% of which offer F&A, and 
50% of which offer order-to-cash as a service.) These include: 

1. Time to execution longer than expected (31%)

2. Internal data challenges hampering results (27%)

3. Lack of in-house skills hampering results (26%)

What we learn from this is that there is a need to “connect” 
digital solutions that take the heavy lifting of manual work out 
of the hands of people and shift it onto automation “bots” in 
order to deliver more strategic support to the business. Utilizing 
a cloud-based platform tackles many of these challenges 
head-on: it leapfrogs internal data issues, taps into outsourced 
skillsets, and enables immediate execution. 
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Shared Services Metrics as an 
Indicator of Cash Flow Health
Not every organization is suitable 
for a shared services model, but 
those that can manage it will reap 
the rewards that centralization 
and standardization bring. For AR 
specifically, the SSO becomes 
a hub of efficient, standardized 
and often automated processes, 
operating at a lower cost, with 
improved visibility, transparency, 
and control. 

SSON’s 2020 Top 20 Most 
Admired Shared Services 
Organizations (SSOs) 
benchmarking study looked 
at how leading global SSOs 
were adapting to the challenging 
business environment and 
propelling their SSOs/GBS 
forward. It tracked metrics across 
several processes, including order-
to-cash (O2C). What is clear is that 
even the most successful SSOs 
still show room for improvement, 
as per the charts below:

The  median DSO decreased from 45-60 days in 2019,  
to 30-45 days in 2020.

89% of SSCs require 3 days to clear 
payment to account receivables.

Number of Days to Clear Payment to Account Receivables

0%

70%

22%

67%

9%

Days Sales Outstanding

<1 Days 1 - 3 Days 4 - 6 Days 7 - 13 Days 14 - 29 Days > 30 Days

2%
0% 0%

18%

26%

22%

20%

12%
<7 Days

7 Days - 14 Days

15 Days - 29 Days

30 Days - 44 Days

Median Result

45 Days - 59 Days

60 Days - 119 Days

> 120 Days

1%

1%

According to SSON’s May 2021 
report: Americas SSO Strategies: 
Impact of the Pandemic One 
Year On, 25% of SSO executives 
responded that the O2C process 
has experienced the highest 
level of disruption out of all the 
finance processes
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Leveraging the Digital Revolution:  
Leaving Analog Behind 

In a 2021 survey conducted by SSON, shared services executives were asked about their key 
drivers for automating POs/invoices. Effective Cash Management was the unmistakable winner.

Source: The Global State of AP Automation Survey

What are the key drivers for automating POs / invoices?

Improved control over cash management / spending

Reducing processing costs / errors

Speed of invoice reconciliation

Decreased exceptions leading to blocked payments

Simplifying supplier invoice submission processes

Improving cash flow visibility

Reducing fraud risk

Managing globalized data (multiple countries, currencies, languages)

Meeting compliance needs

Spotting and eliminating double payments

7.9

4.6

6.9

4.1

6.6

3.8

6.5

3.2

6.4

5.6

Most important (10)Least important (1)

Clearly, there is pressure enough to digitally transform the AR process. 
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How Automated Activity 
Management Overcomes the  
Challenge of the Personal Inbox

1

For most customers, the first step in reaching out 
to an AR department is a generic ar@company.com 
email address. From there, the request is grabbed 
by a specific employee working within AR, and as 
such it moves to a personal inbox. Herein lies the 

potential for major service disruption.

2

People often miss or accidentally delete emails. In 
addition, they are the only ones who can access 
emails in their personal inbox, on their computer. 

If that person is out of the office, important 
emails could be left unchecked until they return. 
Operational disruption and damage to customer 

relationships results, which can have negative 
consequences for payments. All of this slows down 

collections and increases past-due deliverables. 

3

Automating the accounting inbox is a simple 
solution, and almost revolutionary in terms of 

its impact. It allows for a shared workspace that 
is completely transparent. Emails that come in 

are assigned, response times are tracked by the 
system, nothing is lost, and relationships are upheld. 

Additionally, emails can be programmed, and 
templates created, freeing up many hours’   

worth of work. 4

An automated inbox also removes the need for 
individual filing as all communications are stored  

and searchable without the risk of human 
 error-related filing mistakes.

5

Finally, an automated inbox helps with fraud  
detection as unknown emails are flagged and  
can be separately checked against the vendor  

or customer master. 
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In today’s digital world, relying on a personal inbox is a potentially hazardous risk. Automating the email system is 
essential to minimize cash traps and leakage and maintain those crucial customer and vendor relationships. 

Once an organization commits to AR automation, the potential for increased efficiencies –  
as well as increased job satisfaction – is huge. 

 

Time Savings.  
Manual work = longer hours. AR workflow automation takes a large chunk 
of the repetitive work away from the finance team so that they can spend 
more time on building and improving customer relationships. Additionally, 
digitization of the process includes automatic contacting of customers, so 

there is much less need for manual phone and email chasing.

All of this serves to drive increased working capital, and a healthier business. 

 
Happy Employees.  

Few people love drudgery, and there are few things more labor-intensive 
than manual invoicing. By removing the more monotonous parts of the job, 

workflow automation provides more opportunities to engage in  
value-added work such as data analytics and customer experience,  

significantly improving employee retention.

 

Reducing DSO.  
Workflow automation offers several ways to reduce DSO. First, it more easily 
aggregates all payment data for each customer, to identify patterns to use 

for the business’s advantage. Second, it virtually eliminates human error, 
which can lead to late invoices or incorrect information that delays payment. 
Finally, it can automate reminders, relieving the finance team from chasing 

payments, which can again lead to human error. 

1

2

3
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Case Study: Protecting Cash Flow with Lockstep  
From “Folding Parties to Automated Statements”, how State Systems’ CFO 
Introduced a Tailored Collections Process to Fit the Needs of Customers

Company Facts

Overview
 ● Website 
www.statesystemsinc.com/

 ● Location 
Memphis, TN

 ● Industries 
Facilities Services

Success Highlights

Challenges
 ● Manual processes created collection 
difficulties, resulting in an inflated DSO

Benefits
 ● Reduced DSO by 24%, from 99 to 75 
days sales outstanding

 ● Reduced working hours per month  
by 80 hours

 ● Enabled customer self-service with 
portal access

www.lockstep.io

State Systems specializes in life safety for a range of 
businesses from hotels and restaurants to hospitals 
and nursing care, providing servicing for fire protection 
equipment, training, and cleaning services. With their 
wide range of customers and service offerings, State 
Systems’ finance team is dealing with high volumes of 
invoices and a two person collections team. 

Logan Hale, CFO of State Systems, knew that 
their collections process without automation was 
unsustainable. There were two options: outsource to a 
third-party collections agency that would take a 20 to 30 
percent margin or automate in-house with a solution like 
Lockstep. 

Life Before Automation 

At any given time, State Systems has around 5,000 customers with 
an outstanding balance. They split the collections process between 
two people; one whose primary function was to apply cash or check 
payments all day and the other made calls and sent out statements. 
Even with one person dedicated solely to statements, it was near 
impossible for all this work to be completed. 

As a way to redistribute the workload, State Systems created a rule 
wherein an invoice had to be over $1,000 and over 30 days past due 
to receive a statement. Additionally, they assigned customer numbers 
– odd numbered customers receive their statements one month and 
even numbered customers receive their statements the next month. 
Even with this process, not every customer was touched, and invoices 
continued to go past due. 

Hale implemented folding parties at State Systems. Ten to 15 people 
were gathered in a room, they would print 4,500 statements and 
spend the day folding and stuffing envelopes. 

Folding parties were expensive. Not only was it costly to be printing 
and mailing 4,500 statements, but there was a large opportunity 
cost of gathering 10-15 employees to stuff the envelopes rather than 
their real work. Hale estimates that among all the employees, this 
amounted to about 80 working hours, each month. 
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Decreasing DSO 

Finally, Hale decided it was time to automate. With 
Lockstep, State Systems automates the process 
of sending statements. Instead of only receiving a 
statement every other month, every customer receives a 
statement every 14 days. With the automation available 
at their fingertips, no customer of State Systems is left 
untouched. “We went from 4,500 statements we needed 
to mail out to 600 statements we had to mail out,” Hale 
said. 

State Systems has gone from barely being able to reach 
all their customers to now tailoring their collections 
process to fit the needs of their customers. Through 
data sequencing, State Systems can create different 
business rules based on the customer receiving the 
statement. General contractors using State System’s 
services typically have different terms set, so Hale can 
send their statements less frequently than the rest of their 
customers. 

Debbie Jones, Shared Services Manager at State 
Systems, who took the lead on the Lockstep 
implementation, explains, “With a customer base of 
25,000 customers, we would have to have an extremely 
large staff to accomplish the same level of interaction 
Lockstep provides. Additionally, we can be sure that with 
the templates, we are communicating with a consistent 
branded message each time we touch the customer.” 

This use of sequencing and statement automation has 
decreased State System’s days sales outstanding (DSO) 
from 99 days to 75 days, a 24% decrease. 

Accelerating Cash Flow with Self-Service 

Before implementing Lockstep, Hale made a big push to 
move State System’s customers to online payments. The 
finance team sent out letters with their monthly customer 
statements introducing Lockstep and encouraged 
customers to get familiar with the new online platform 
and making payments online. Hale explained that 
customers jumped at the opportunity and they have seen 
huge utilization rates for online payments coming in via 
credit card. 

Additionally, customers have become self-reliant in using 
the new system. Using Lockstep’s self-service features, 
customers have taken the initiative to view supporting 
documents like invoices, statements and purchase 
orders. Some customers had missing payments from two 
or three years back and, after seeing this in the online 
system, started to remit payment without additional push 
from the State Systems finance team. 

“It’s been a total transformation on cash flow,” Hale said. 

Lockstep’s award-winning AR 
automation software, helps 
you get paid faster and easier. 
Lockstep customers see an 
average 20x ROI by investing in 
collections automation improving 
cash flow by 31% or more. 

For more information please visit: 
www.lockstep.io

REQUEST A DEMO
info@lockstep.io
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AR Automation: “Early Adopter”  
Phase Ripe for Acceleration
An Interview with Matt Shanahan, Co-Founder and Chief Strategy Officer, Lockstep

SSON: What is the current state of 
automation in AR, based on what you see in 
client organizations? 
Matt Shanahan: I think we’re still in the early adopter 
phase. This is not something that is standard on 
everybody’s budget. But it’s showing up more and more, 
and I believe the technology adoption curve will continue 
to accelerate. 

SSON: Why do you think the move to digital 
transformation in AR has been so slow –
despite the professed intention of most 
companies to move to digital operations? 
MS: Accounting departments are highly risk averse. 
The implementation of accounting solutions can seem 
complex and difficult. I think this perception is holding 
people back, versus the reality of it actually not being that 
hard to turn on automation to solve problems. 

Also, they are fearful that their customers will be resistant 
to change. But I think a lot of this fear is misplaced. Most 
customers prefer digital.

SSON: We’re talking about Accounts 
Receivable but Accounts Payable is a piece 
of the story. Where does AP fit into this 
discussion? 
MS: It’s really important to understand customers’ AP 
departments. What we have seen is that an organization’s 
AR automation is only as good as their customers’ 
willingness to adopt it. When you’re getting ready for AR 
automation, it’s really important to let your customer’s AP 
department know there’s going to be a process change. 
Educate them and bring them along on that journey. That 
is critical to success. 

An interesting challenge is how often we have found 
that an AR department will not have the AP department’s 
email address. They generally have the email address of 
the person who purchased, but not the AP department. 

It’s crucial to do the data cleanup to make sure everything 

is there. Establishing a new working relationship and 
new behaviors, and getting customers’ buy-in to AR 
automation is a critical step.

SSON: What is the single most important 
change finance teams need to make in order 
to improve their AR function? 
MS: They must change their mindset. They need to think 
about how to work on the process – not in the process. 
They need to think about including the customer in 
a digital workflow that extends seamlessly across all 
touchpoints – by leveraging emails, online account 
access, and digital payments. The solution is to see 
the process end-to-end, and to take advantage of 
automation, communication, and transparency.

SSON: What are some of the benchmarks 
accounting departments can expect to 
improve once they’ve automated AR?
MS: There are four key benchmarks that are positively 
impacted by automation:

1. DSO

2. Hours saved

3. Employee retention and satisfaction, and

4. Customer satisfaction – because it becomes 
easier for customers to engage. 

SSON: What should the end goal be 
for a company, in terms of their digital 
transformation? 
MS: The goal is to change the notion of workflow so 
that it includes both customers and vendors, making it 
easier for both parties to work as one team, together. 
The payments part of the sales process extends from an 
organization’s customer to its own AR department. Any 
initiatives targeting efficiencies need to acknowledge and 
optimize this.

This interview has been edited for content and brevity.
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Conclusion and Key Takeaways
At its heart, AR is a customer relationship role. When 
customers are treated well, especially in a crisis, they 
tend to pay sooner. Finance professionals that regularly 
checked in with their customers to see how they were 
doing over the past two years, for example, often 
received payments before other companies. As much as 
sales requires a personal touch to get the sale, finance 
teams, too, need the same kind of personal touch to 
encourage their customers to pay in full and on time – to 
drive bottom-line cash flow. 

The challenge has traditionally been that AR workflow 
processes were still largely paper-based, highly manual, 
and relying on old-fashioned systems and solutions. 
Other finance processes, such as AP, have already 
reaped the benefits of leveraging workflow automation 
as well as digital documents and communications. 
Given the focus on cash management over the past two 
years, it is imperative that enterprises take the initiative 
now, to adopt state-of-the-art AR workflow automation 
technologies that incorporate real-time data access, 
automated communication and execution, and deliver 
solutions via the cloud to support the new remote 
working environment.

In addition, as finance functions evolve, we will see many 
benefits deriving from digitally connected processes. 
Connected accounting, for example, is already being 
talked about. Most organizations still think of AP and AR 
as separate processes rather than an integrated workflow. 
But consider this: Although the two main process 
flows – a customer being sent an invoice or PDF, and 
that customer processing the invoice and routing the 
payment remittance back to the supplier – are “separate”, 
in reality, they can be integrated. By removing the need 
for email, PDFs, and paper moving between AR and 
AP workflow functions, and moving everything into the 
digital sphere, every individual in the AP and AR chain 
has immediate access to every part of the payment and 
invoicing workflow process. A truly “end-to-end” solution 
– but one that must, by necessity, be built on a digital and 
automated foundation.

Starting with automated AR is the first step towards a 
digitally integrated future. 

�
What we have seen is that an organization’s AR automation is only 

as good as their customers’ willingness to adopt it.”
Matt Shanahan, Lockstep
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ABOUT LOCKSTEP
Award-winning Lockstep connects the world’s finance teams so they can work better together. 
Founded in 2019, Lockstep eliminates cash traps and leaks created from manual synchronization 
of books between B2B trading partners. Based in Seattle, Lockstep’s connected accounting cloud 
empowers trusted, compliant accounting relationships between businesses of all sizes. High-
performance companies large and small run their collections with Lockstep.  For more information 
please visit: https://lockstep.io/

ABOUT THE SHARED SERVICES  
& OUTSOURCING NETWORK (SSON)
The Shared Services & Outsourcing Network (SSON) is the largest and most established 
community of shared services and outsourcing professionals in the world, with over 180,000 
members. Established in 1999, SSON recognised the revolution in support services as it was 
happening, and realised that a forum was needed through which practitioners could connect 
with each other on a regional and global basis. SSON is a one-stop shop for shared services 
professionals, offering industry-leading events, training and certification, market studies, reports, 
benchmarking, research and analytics, surveys, and more.
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