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DENVER–Controlling costs and cre-
ating efficiency is important to every com-
pany. However, oil and gas companies,
with their decentralized network of field
offices, face a unique challenge in this re-
gard, particularly when it comes to accounts
payable. Instead of being able to focus on
growing the business and increasing rev-
enues and profits, many oil and gas com-
pany managers find themselves involved
in the business of paper management,
processing piles of invoices, field tickets
and monthly joint interest bills.

Moreover, as oil and gas companies
grow and expand, their ability to accurately
track costs and monitor how, where and
when their money is spent tends to become
increasingly more critical and difficult.

As a result of these dual pressures–the
need to streamline and simplify the invoice
process, and the need to better track and
manage cash flow and workflow–an in-
creasing number of oil and gas companies
are turning to electronic payment (“e-
payable”) and business intelligence solu-
tions.

According to a July 2009 Aberdeen
Group report on e-payables and payment
processing costs, invoice and billing errors
were the main reasons for improper pay-
ments. And the main reason for these
errors? Manual invoice processing requires
too many touch points and presents too
many opportunities for mistakes.

Although e-payable solutions have
been around for a while, many companies
still rely on manual paper-based invoice
processing. A single paper invoice may
require 60 steps and a half-dozen indi-
viduals to process. Not only is this ineffi-
cient, it results in payment errors, duplicate

payments and improperly allocated costs.
Manual paper invoice processing is also

expensive. The cost of processing a single
invoice can run as high as $100, not in-
cluding the costs of delays caused by
errors. Multiply this by the number of in-
voices the average oil or gas company re-
ceives in a month (which could be in the
tens of thousands), and that can have a se-
rious negative impact on the bottom line.

Viable Alternative
However, with the availability of e-

payable solutions delivered on a “software
as a service” basis, oil and gas companies
now have a viable alternative to paper-
based invoice processing. Unlike paper
invoice processing, e-payable solutions
are highly accurate and cost effective, be-
cause of their ability to automate back-
office operations and workflows, eliminating
steps and speeding up the routing, coding,
approval and validation of invoices.

For this reason, e-payable solutions
help improve productivity, enabling key
personnel throughout the organization
(not just in accounts payable, but engineers
and procurement professionals as well)
to spend less time processing and tracking
down invoice and payment information
and more time focused on activities that
help their businesses grow.

Similarly, organizations that use an e-
payable solution can process their invoices
more quickly and are able to take advan-
tage of more early pay discounts. And
according to the Aberdeen Group’s e-
payables report, “By capitalizing on early
payment discounts, enterprises can reap
the rewards of faster/more efficient set-
tlement.” In fact, some companies have
saved enough money in early pay discounts
to pay for their e-payable systems.

E-payable solutions also provide oil
and gas companies with additional useful
tools. These include an online repository
of invoice, purchase order and field ticket
information, so that users across the en-
terprise–regardless of location–can access
data at the click of a mouse. And because
most e-payable systems integrate with
accounting or enterprise resource planning
(ERP) systems, oil and gas companies
stand to reap additional back-office effi-
ciencies and time savings.

Many leading oil and gas companies
have already adopted e-payable solutions.
And according to studies, such businesses
have experienced a significant reduction
in invoice processing steps (from 60 down
to six) and invoice processing costs have
dropped by as much as 75 percent. Simi-
larly, users also report that they had ex-
perienced a significant reduction in pay-
ment cycle times. 

Despite the proven advantages of e-
payable systems, however, some compa-
nies and suppliers still are reluctant to
switch. Some express fears over the se-
curity of sensitive financial information.

That is why before selecting an e-
payable system, it is important that com-
panies evaluate the vendor, get references
from existing customers, and make sure
the vendor has strong data protection
controls in place, such as SAS 70 Type II
certification, issued by the American In-
stitute of Certified Public Accountants.
SAS 70 Type II certification provides
customers and their auditors with assur-
ances that the necessary controls and
procedures are in place to effectively
manage and protect their sensitive data.
Moreover, a SAS Type II service auditor’s
report assures companies that the e-
payables vendor is in compliance with
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the Sarbanes-Oxley Act requirements.

Business Intelligence
Just as economic conditions have led

oil and gas companies to seek ways to
streamline accounts payable processes
and control costs, so too have increasingly
uncertain and unpredictable economic
conditions led oil and gas company man-
agers to seek out business intelligence
solutions that provide greater organiza-
tional visibility to help them better manage
assets and remain competitive.

Without good business intelligence, oil
and gas companies risk their livelihoods.
To operate without business intelligence is
to operate at a competitive disadvantage in
terms of performance. That is no doubt
why, according to the Aberdeen Group
study, business intelligence ranked as the
top investment for finance and accounting
operations, and why 67 percent of the com-
panies surveyed indicated that they had in-
vested in a business intelligence solution to
support their ERP or accounting software.

Business intelligence is particularly
critical for oil and gas companies, which
often receive (and have to rely on) data
that may be 30, 90, or even 120 days old.
That is because critical business infor-
mation, such as paper invoices, check
stubs and joint interest bills, require many
steps to process–with workers having to
verify that the information is correct, get

the appropriate approvals and manually
enter each piece of paper into the com-
pany’s accounting or ERP system.

As a result of this often lengthy, manual
process, reports can take months to generate
and managers and operators often are
forced to make critical spend decisions
based on old or incomplete information.

Business intelligence solutions, which
like e-payables, can be delivered over
the Web, provide managers with the
means to gather, store, access and analyze
data electronically in real time. Moreover,
their ability to generate a variety of reports
with key performance indicators allows
managers to see historical and current
views of business operations, consolidate
data from suppliers and field offices,
identify trends and spot opportunities,
and make informed spend and asset allo-
cation decisions. And from an information
technology perspective, when companies
use business intelligence applications in
conjunction with e-payables and account-
ing/ERP systems, the return on investment
can improve for all tools.

Today, thousands of companies depend
on e-payables and business intelligence
solutions to help them strategically cut
costs, increase productivity, comply with
government regulations, and spot new fi-
nancial opportunities. When it comes to
making the decision to migrate from pa-
per-based invoice processing and spread-

sheet-based data analysis to e-payables
and business intelligence solutions deliv-
ered as a service over the Internet, the
question for oil and gas executives is not
“if” but “when.” r
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