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The United States business world is undertaking a massive digital transition. Most
business payments — regardless of whether
they were destined for employees or business partners — were made using paper until
very recently. The COVID-19 pandemic has
spawned a wave of digital payment innovations that is reshaping how firms pay and are
paid, however.

Countless digital business-to-business (B2B)
innovations are getting attention in the
space. Some firms are implementing machine
learning (ML) techniques that can automate
their payments while others are investing in
cloud-based enterprise resource planning
(ERP) integrations to gain real-time insights
into their cash flows. Still more are investing in new supplier payment technologies and
virtual cards.
Not all digital payment innovations are created equal, however. Businesses across the
board are facing new cash flow crunches, shifting employee work habits and
digital growing pains, and the search is on
to determine which technologies can go the

distance in mitigating pandemic-related payments frictions that have never before been
encountered.
Across the shifting B2B ecosystem
Employees have left the office and there are
no signs that they will return anytime soon.
One recent report found that 45 percent of
staff now work from home and 38 percent
of businesses plan to allow at least some
of their staff members to work remotely for
good. This new — and seemingly permanent
— arrangement all but cements that the future workforce will be digital and virtual and
businesses must adopt new digital payment
methods to match.
This digital transition is not just limited to
back-office operations. Many businesses
have taken to making and receiving digital payments, requiring their business
partners to do the same. This trend is clearly set to continue for the foreseeable future,
with some predicting that 80 percent of all
buyer-supplier transactions could be digital
by 2025. Businesses are thus facing increased
pressure to adopt digital payment solutions
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month’s Feature Story (p. 10), Caleb Jenkins,
leader of client accounting services for tax
and accounting firm RLJ Financial, discusses why the pandemic is driving the need for
real-time spend management and explains
how solutions such as virtual cards can help.
Deep Dive: Helping businesses navigate a
digital B2B future

or lose their competitive edges in this evolving market.
Businesses stand to gain many operational
benefits from adopting digital payment systems, including reduced transactional costs
that stem partly from having more accurate
data than legacy, paper-based systems offer.
Research suggests that inaccurate data costs
U.S. businesses a collective $600 billion each
year, but migrating to digital payments operations can help firms reduce this hefty price
tag. These digital innovations also create new
frictions that not all businesses are prepared
to face, which increases the importance of
adopting the digital payment systems that
best suit their operations.

© 2020 PYMNTS.com All Rights Reserved

For more on these stories and other headlines from the space, read the playbook’s
News and Trends section (p. 14).

The traditional office is disappearing as
more staff work from home, and businesses must roll out advanced digital payments
technologies and processes to sustain their
employees. Determining which innovations
to adopt can be difficult for businesses
that have yet to make the digital leap. This
month’s Deep Dive (p. 21) examines how virtual cards can help businesses streamline
their accounts receivable (AR) and accounts
payable (AP) operations to reflect a payments
ecosystem that is becoming more digital and
mobile as the pandemic continues.

Managing B2B spending with virtual cards
It has been easier to adapt some business
processes to the new virtual working world
brought about by the ongoing pandemic. Managing employee payroll and meetings
via online tools has quickly become familiar to many, for example, yet numerous firms
have found it difficult to manage more complicated processes, such as finalizing vendor
payments or other B2B expenses and using
traditional payment and spend management
tools. Waiting until the end of the month to
review and resolve spending is no longer an
option for businesses that must optimize
their cash flows to stay up and running. In this

.
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Executive Insight

Nick Reid

director of B2B partner development at Conferma Pay
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40%

Portion of U.S. businesses that
plan to allow at least some of their
employees to keep working from
home once the pandemic ends
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80%

Portion of B2B transactions that
are expected to be digital by 2025

E

In a B2B context, making an innovative, consumer-like payment process
available to your procurement department must be balanced with corporate governance requirements. Of course, it can be hard to balance
the two. Traditional commercial card products may invoke bad memories for some corporations due to lack of controls, non-compliance with
policy and poor data reconciliation, potentially discouraging corporates
from maximizing the benefits of commercial cards or even using them at
all.Buyers should consider digital alternatives, such as virtual cards, instead. Extended days payable outstanding for buyers and reduced days
sales outstanding for suppliers are key attributes of commercial cards,
regardless of whether they are virtual or not. But virtual cards and their
inherent qualities give corporate buyers the confidence to adopt commercial cards more extensively since they combine perfectly the business
requirements of convenience and corporate governance. The consequent
boost to their own liquidity and that of the supply chain is invaluable, especially in today’s business environment.”

$600B

Collective dollar amount U.S.
businesses lose yearly due to
inaccurate or missing data

$553B

Projected volume of the
international B2B virtual card
payment market by 2024

V

As today’s workforce becomes increasingly comfortable with the digital payment methods at their disposal as consumers, they expect that
convenience to be replicated at work. Working capital is no different.
Personally, I am used to paying for high-value items with credit cards as
much as I do for everyday expenses. However, the concept of buy now,
pay later is proving increasingly popular not only with consumers but also
[with] retailers who recognize its convenience for buyers and the opportunity for increased sales, even if it comes at a slightly higher cost to them.
Obviously, a lost sale is more expensive than a slightly higher cost of sale.

76%

I

“The B2B payments industry is witnessing a shift in mindset amongst
corporate buyers and their supply chains. Whilst this transformation has
undoubtedly accelerated because of COVID-19, in my experience, the pandemic is not the only catalyst.

Share of SMBs in North America
that say the pandemic has
prompted them to enhance their
digital payments capabilities

F

How has the pandemic amplified businesses’ awareness of and demand
for innovations such as digital spend management platforms and virtual
cards, and how do you expect demand for such tools to develop not only
as the pandemic progresses but also after it has subsided?
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Feature Story

How Virtual Cards
Can Help Businesses
Stay On Top Of
Spend Management

The ongoing pandemic poses challenges
that have amplified businesses’ need to digitize their payment operations. Some firms
have better adjusted to new digital tendencies than others, especially when it comes
to keeping track of B2B payments and spend
management.
Many of the tools that have traditionally been
used to track payments and manage spending have now fallen out of step with what
businesses currently need in today’s digital
environment. This has accelerated the need
for spend management solutions and payment tools that enable businesses to review
and approve transactions in real time, Caleb
Jenkins, leader of client accounting services
for tax and accounting firm RLJ Financial,
said in a recent PYMNTS interview.
“The [pandemic] has brought attention to
the need to review expenses … so having a
system or tool that makes it very simple to
… provide that oversight and accountability
and transparency into what they are spending is crucial now,” Jenkins said. “[There is] a
more real-time need to review expenses, and
I am not sure that change is going away any
time soon.”

© 2020 PYMNTS.com All Rights Reserved
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Being able to access payment tools that deliver speed and transparency has become
crucial for businesses that want to stay
competitive.
Bringing virtual cards to a virtual B2B world
Businesses have long relied on traditional tools, such as credit cards, to manage
business expenses. Credit cards may seem
convenient, but using them often results in
challenges when reconciling transactions and
fixing errors.
Waiting extended periods to resolve
expense-related problems is no longer an
option for businesses facing cash flow constraints. Virtual cards can help resolve this
problems, and RLJ Financial has firsthand
experience with their benefits.
“Because we create a card with a specific
purpose, we can also — in some respects —
automate some of [the] back-end accounting
aspects, and we can create rules on different cards to automate some ... data entry
into our general ledger accounting system,”
he explained.
These benefits can significantly help streamline operations and can even prevent
excessive spending. Payments automatically decline if a technology provider increases
its prices significantly above the rate that
has been set on a virtual card, for example,
and the company would get notified upon
the transaction’s decline. Virtual cards also
facilitate easier tracking and categorization for expense management. Employees
can request access to funds before they are

© 2020 PYMNTS.com All Rights Reserved
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Budgeting with real-time data

Because we create a
card with a specific
purpose, we can also
— in some respects —
automate some of [the]
back-end accounting
aspects.

released to make transactions, Jenkins added, allowing the firm to better mitigate fraud.

The benefits of utilizing virtual cards extend far beyond spend management. Access
to virtual cards’ real-time spending data
can also improve how businesses manage
their quarterly budgets. More businesses
will leverage this key benefit in the future,
Jenkins explained.
“Instead of budgeting being a one-time aspect, [in the] December time frame for the
upcoming year, [there will be] more of a shift
to a real-time budget, where we create a
budget for a specific category or a specific
project … [and] then monitor spending according to what we set for a more limited
approach, instead of just this big behemoth
of a year,” he said.
The benefits of being able to access that data
in real time means that more traditional expense management tools may prove too slow
or too complex for companies in just a few
short years. Adopting virtual cards ahead of
the curve could help companies move into
the new emerging digital B2B world at speed.

“If we create a virtual card that has its own
unique card number, unique security code
and expiration date … for each vendor, we can
also set up a limit for each virtual card for a
monthly spend … it [is] a card that is used
for [one] specific purpose, so, from a security
standpoint, it is beautiful,” he said.
Virtual cards can also help businesses save
time as they would no longer need to manually update outstanding payments’ or
expenses’ statuses. Such details can also be
tracked faster.

© 2020 PYMNTS.com All Rights Reserved
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B2B sector’s digital shift
boosts demand for virtual
B2B payments
COVID-19 crisis drives a wave of digital B2B
innovation
Pandemic-driven cash flow crunches are
creating a dire need for businesses to optimize their B2B operations, and most agree
that manual procedures are not up to par.
PYMNTS’ research finds that 49.2 percent of
businesses cite manual AR processes as a
major issue while 48.4 percent say processing speeds are a major friction preventing
their AR operations from reaching optimal
functionality. Such inefficiencies have resulted in 19 percent of firms saying their B2B
receivables are overdue — a situation that
places even more financial stress on companies with budgets that are being stretched
thin during the crisis.
These issues have dramatically boosted companies’ interests in digital B2B innovations
that can quickly provide cash-strapped firms
with needed funds. Studies show that 63.4
percent of B2B firms are using fewer paper
invoices, for example, while 66.5 percent are

receiving more digital payments than they did
before the pandemic began. This suggests
industrywide recognition that digital innovations can help businesses mitigate their
legacy B2B operations’ shortcomings and
boost their financial stability.
80 percent of B2B transactions to go digital
by 2025, report shows
Pandemic-related financial and economic pressures are driving businesses to adopt
digital B2B innovations, and those solutions are set to remain long after the crisis
subsides. One recent report found that 80
percent of all buyer-supplier transactions are
likely to occur digitally by 2025, for example. Firms are drawn to digital B2B solutions
because they can help businesses process payments faster, reduce manual input
and offer real-time visibility into where payments are in the transaction process. These
benefits stand to help them streamline
their operations long after the public health
threat passes. Companies must implement
digital solutions that specifically address
their clients’ needs or risk seeing competing
firms with better-suited B2B solutions steal
their business.

© 2020 PYMNTS.com All Rights Reserved
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Decentralizing payments
for a decentralized
workspace
Businesses plan for long-term digital change
The COVID-19 pandemic will drive more than
just the digitalization of B2B transactions. It
will also advance the decentralization of AP
and AR departments as more employees shift
to remote work. This transition is already
underway and many companies are encouraging their workers to operate remotely to
avoid contracting and spreading the virus.
Thirty-eight percent of adult U.S. consumers
now work full-time from home and 45 percent are working part-time jobs from their
residences. This transition has also required
businesses to shift to digital-first payments

© 2020 PYMNTS.com All Rights Reserved

systems to accommodate newly remote
workforces.
Research suggests that the decentralization
of office work will continue after the crisis.
Forty percent of businesses plan to allow at
least some of their staff to work from home
even after the pandemic subsides, making
paper-based, manual operations almost impossible to sustain in the long run. This pivot
to a virtual workforce is certain to further
cement the importance of digital-first payments operations.
Why firms must reimagine procurement for
virtual offices
The remote work environment is also
fundamentally
changing
the
traditional procurement process. Businesses have
historically managed B2B payments in
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centralized offices, where employees could
easily exchange the paper documents needed to authorize business expenditures. This
system is no longer practical or even feasible as the pandemic shifts working habits,
said David Wood, director of hotel products at spend management solution provider
Conferma Pay.

These new circumstances require a fundamental shift from paper-based procurement
systems to digital alternatives that financial professionals can use to store and share
electronic files easily and quickly from laptops, smartphones and tablets.

“While paper checks, [automated clearing
house] file generation and a number of corporate cards may have been easier to manage
within a centralized procurement department, with so many of us working from home,
the ability to monitor and approve spend becomes far more difficult,” Wood explained.

Many businesses are striving to digitalize their
procurement operations out of necessity, but
doing so also allows them to streamline their
operations in ways that are not possible with
paper-based processes. Legacy procurement
operations can severely limit businesses’
abilities to make real-time assessments with

Fixing the $600B data problem

© 2020 PYMNTS.com All Rights Reserved
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the most accurate data, especially when information is logged manually. Procurement
decisions based on false, inaccurate or
outdated details costs U.S. companies a collective $600 billion annually.
Leveraging
decentralized
digital
procurement systems, such as cloud-based
platform solutions, can allow businesses to
efficiently collect, store and analyze data
to optimize their operations. Advanced data
analytics and automation can help firms
determine optimal workflows, reduce errors and eliminate redundancies. Companies
could therefore benefit from considering
procurement innovations to be long-term investments in payments optimization rather
than quick fixes to a temporary problem.

Virtual cards’ role in
the decentralized B2B
ecosystem
Global virtual card market poised to hit
$739.8B by 2025
Virtual card payments are gaining traction
in the business-to-consumer (B2C) and B2B
markets as consumers and firms seek out
touchless and mobile payment options, and
this growth is only expected to continue.
The global virtual card market is predicted
to reach approximately $740 billion by 2025,
with a compound annual growth rate (CAGR)
of 21.6 percent over the next five years.
Virtual B2B card payments are expected to
play a major part in driving this expansion,
with research suggesting that such payments

© 2020 PYMNTS.com All Rights Reserved

The global virtual card
market is predicted to
reach approximately

$740 Billion
by 2025

payments to suppliers, for example. This
means they can ease the stress placed on AP
departments by reducing employees’ manual tasks and lowering the costs of the entire
payments process. Research suggests that
AP teams that implement straight-through
B2B processing can expect their processing
costs to decrease by as much as 70 percent, making them especially beneficial in
an economy in which 72 percent of small
to medium-sized businesses (SMBs) do not
have access to enough funds to stay open for
more than a month if their revenue streams
are disrupted.
B2B payments consumerization boosts
virtual card adoption

are worth $320 billion in annual transaction
volume worldwide. The B2B segment is projected to grow at roughly twice the rate of
the B2C segment: Research suggests that the
global value of the B2B virtual card payments
market could reach $553 billion by 2025.
Virtual cards enabling B2B automation, cost
reduction
Virtual card adoption in the B2B sphere will
also be driven by the payments automation
benefits and operational cost reductions
they enable. Virtual cards automate the entire B2B transaction process, eliminating the
need for manual intervention when finalizing
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It is important to recognize that virtual cards’
increased usage for B2B payments goes hand
in hand with consumers’ rising interest in
using smartphones and mobile wallets for
B2C transactions. Consumers are growing
accustomed to using their smartphones for
everyday purchases, whether tapping digital
wallets to make payments at brick-and-mortar
stores, on rideshare apps, when ordering food
or leveraging card information stored in their
mobile browsers to make faster eCommerce
payments. They are naturally beginning to
desire and even expect similar digital payments experiences in their professional lives
as a result.
This trend has been developing for years and
the COVID-19 pandemic is accelerating it.
More businesses are moving to replace their
legacy, paper-based operations with digital AP and AR solutions that will allow digital
options to become more ubiquitous. This ultimately increases the chances that buyers

and suppliers will accept one another’s digital payment methods and create even greater
momentum for digital B2B adoption.

Seizing the moment to
upgrade T&E management
systems
Pandemic prompts businesses to digitize T&E
management operations
Travel and expense (T&E) costs are often
one of the greatest indirect spend categories
that businesses face, and they are exacerbated by the use of manual methods to
manage them. Research shows that 22 percent of businesses still use spreadsheets to
track their T&E costs while only 25 percent
leverage decentralized cloud-based systems. Many company leaders are therefore
looking to upgrade their systems, with 74
percent of business decision-makers indicating that enhancing their travel and expense
management tools and methods is critical to
reducing their overall operational costs. Many
businesses have opportunities to address this
issue during the pandemic.
Firms facing sharp reductions in commercial travel are using the lull to redesign their
legacy T&E management systems without
implementing overwhelming changes. Many
have upgraded to integrated spend management tools and 96 percent of those doing so
report that they are satisfied with their efforts while 73 percent are planning additional
innovations.

© 2020 PYMNTS.com All Rights Reserved
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How firms are preparing for the eventual
return of the business trip
The sharp decline in air travel during the
pandemic will eventually prove temporary,
meaning it is crucial for firms to prepare for
a return to business travel. Governments
around the globe are continuing to alter
social distancing measures and travel restrictions as required, but manual or paper-based
expense management could hamper accounting departments’ operating efficiencies
if the reports are not digitized to match the

© 2020 PYMNTS.com All Rights Reserved

payments innovations adopted during the
crisis. Industry experts thus strongly encourage firms to be proactive in implementing
T&E upgrades so they avoid running into
digitization hurdles when normal business
travel resumes.
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deep dive.
How Businesses
Are Preparing Their
Workers, Payments
Operations For A
Digital B2B Future

The COVID-19 crisis that began in March is
leaving an indelible mark on the world. The
World Health Organization (WHO) officially declared the outbreak to be a pandemic
on March 11, but it took weeks for U.S. businesses and consumers to comprehend how
dramatically the crisis would affect their lives
and work habits. Office spaces closed and the
employees who once occupied them headed
home, where many have remained since.
Eight months have passed since businesses
began a mass transition to remote working, but the effects of these moves are still
rippling throughout the economy. Corporate
budgets are getting smaller, consumers are
limiting their spending and offices are more
digital than ever. This is highlighting companies’ needs to reduce AP and AR processes’
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costs as well as to support daily expenditures
for remote workforces. This month’s Deep
Dive examines how mobile and contactless
payment options are poised to reshape the
corporate payments ecosystem as well as
how virtual cards can help businesses adapt
their operations to the digital-first payments
ecosystem that has emerged.
Reshaping business payments
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of cloud-enabled AP and AR solutions that
professionals can access from their laptops,
computers, mobile devices and tablets to
process expenses online.
Businesses’ shifts to support their remote
workforces are also reverberating across the
rest of the B2B ecosystem and opening the
door to digital supplier payments. Seventy-six
percent of SMBs in North America report that
the pandemic has prompted them to enhance
their digital capabilities and 82 percent say
they are changing how they send or receive
payments to or from other businesses.

B2B businesses have historically been slower
to adopt digital innovations than the consumer sector. Consumers have used digital
payments technologies such as digital wallets, cards on file and mobile banking apps,
to make purchases for years, but the average
business organization was still using checks
to settle 42 percent of its supplier payments
in 2019. This reveals how slowly businesses
have proceeded when digitizing payments as
well as the extent to which they have relied
on paper-based, manual methods.

Many businesses’ and organizations’ AP operations adjustments have been geared toward
coping with the current economic predicament, but they are likely to make a permanent
shift regarding the ways in which payments
are dealt. Research shows that roughly 40
percent of businesses plan to let their employees work remotely in the future, meaning
that these firms must have digital infrastructures in place to support them.

The pandemic is marking a major turning
point for payments innovation, however. Much
of the U.S. workforce shifted from working in
offices to working from home when states
and cities began implementing stay-athome and shelter-in-place orders in late
March, and 23 percent of cemployees are
still working their full-time jobs from home.
Firms with remote employees have to improvise to keep their payments operations
running smoothly. This has often entailed doing away with paper-based payments in favor

Adopting digital payment operations is only
the first step to succeeding in the rapidly evolving digital-first B2B ecosystem. Firms
must also ensure that their new operations
are efficient and position them for long-term
success, and virtual cards can help. These
tools offer operational benefits that can support remote workforces, reduce payment
costs and enhance firms’ abilities to monitor and forecast their cash flows. Virtual
cards can improve employees’ user experiences for everyday professional purchases,
whether workers are operating remotely or
on business trips. Cards can be sent directly to employees’ smartphones via banks’ or

Adapting to a mobile, contactless normal

companies’ AP portals, while plastic corporate cards must be distributed in advance
and could be misplaced.
Virtual cards’ features can also endear
them to corporate accounting departments.
It costs nothing to issue virtual cards and
many issuers even provide monthly rebates
as incentives to companies that use them.
Cards can also be integrated into companies’
broader ERP infrastructures and issued to
vendors and employees without manual intervention. This means that virtual cards can
be used for supplier payments as well as employees’ everyday expenditures and they can
be automated to reduce long-term operational costs.
Another benefit of virtual card issuance and
payment functions is that they give businesses greater insights into their AP and AR
operations. Virtual cards that are connected
to businesses’ ERP systems can transmit information about where payments are in the
transaction process, allowing for end-toend visibility into firms’ payment flows and
helping cash flow managers make more informed financial decisions about cash flows
and credit.
Companies across the nation have been
faced with unprecedented financial and logistical challenges, leading them to seek
cost-effective, decentralized digital processes and payments, and they value enhanced
cash flow visibility more than ever before. Virtual cards address these needs
and are uniquely poised to enhance businesses’ AP and AR operations and prepare
firms for long-term growth in the new,
digital-first economy.
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about.

PYMNTS.com is where the best minds
and the best content meet on the web to
learn about “What’s Next” in payments
and commerce. Our interactive platform is
reinventing the way in which companies in
payments share relevant information about
the initiatives that shape the future of this
dynamic sector and make news. Our data
and analytics team includes economists,
data scientists and industry analysts who
work with companies to measure and
quantify the innovation that is at the cutting
edge of this new world.
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Conferma Pay is a global payment technology
company. Created by co-founders Simon and
Jim Barker in 2005, Conferma Pay combines
innovation and expertise to consistently
find success while pushing the boundaries
of what can be achieved in the world of
virtual payments. Conferma Pay connects
issuers to more than 400 travel management
companies, all five major global distribution
systems and more than 70 corporate booking
tools. Conferma Pay is fully integrated with
all the major card schemes and serves more
than 30 banking partners that have issued
virtual cards it generated in 96 currencies
across 197 countries.
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