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EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY
2020 was a defining year for the manufacturing and distribution industries as it 
led to an accelerated adoption of digital technologies to overcome operational and 
financial challenges induced by the pandemic. Facing an uphill task of ensuring 
sustainable growth, it became increasingly evident that manufacturing and 
distribution industries needed to re-evaluate the overdependence on antiquated 
inefficient processes. The automation of critical processes of strategic 
importance has emerged as a pivotal response capable of achieving untapped 
advantages and modernizing businesses to be future ready.

Among the support operations that are business critical are Sales Order 
Processing and Invoice Processing, which are ripe for automation. Since time 
immemorial, both processes have been bogged down by their heavy reliance on 
manual methods of management and execution. The fact that 80%i of sales orders 
are processed manually by manufacturers and distributors highlight the extent of 
the inherent inefficiencies. Similarly, invoice processing is marred with numerous 
inefficiencies, which result in 47%ii of all supplier payments running late. Both 
these processes play a significant role in defining customer and supplier relations 
and experiences, and hence, are the top use cases that should be automated. 

Driven by the momentum of companies adopting digital transformation, the most 
progressive manufacturers and distributors are proactively turning toward 
solutions that can automate such processes effectively. The benefits of 
automation go beyond cost savings and faster processing cycle, with customer 
experience at its core, as evidenced by firms leveraging automated solutions that 
rank significantly better than those that continue to rely on manual processes.

This Zinnov-Conexiom whitepaper delves into the efficiencies delivered by 
automated processes and how leading manufacturers and distributors have 
successfully transformed their Sales Order and Invoice Processing operations to 
provide superior customer experience.
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First among these attributes is the complexities involved in the supply 
chain. Be it same-day shipping or made-to-order manufacturing, the 
convoluted supply chain running across manufacturing and distribution 
processes requires organizations to effectively manage large volumes 
of data manually. This data management exercise is vital in providing 
crucial insights into manufacturing capacity, production planning, and 
procurement relations. 50%iii of manufacturing companies still use 
manual processes for monitoring changes, exceptions, and disruptions 
to their supply chain and plan activity.

The operational complexities of the supply chain are further 
exacerbated by the pressures exerted by multiple stakeholders 
participating in the supply chain – customers demand faster and 
accurate delivery, suppliers need their invoices to be cleared instantly, 
production teams require insights on customer demands, and the list of 
apparent dependencies is endless.

Another key attribute of the industry is that manufacturers must be able 
to deal with rapidly changing customer demand patterns, supplier 
delivery unpredictability, and handle excess stock effectively, which 
results in excessive pressures to maintain high visibility across 
inventories. Finally, the last feature to call out is the underlying support 
mechanism held together by a set of disparate IT systems and 
applications, constantly facing interoperability issues, rendering the 
quantum of information exchange as a daunting task. 

The manufacturing and distribution industry has long depended on 
manual processes to tackle all the foundational obstacles posed by the 
four critical elements. From data entry to communications, document 
handling, and employee and customer management – all critical 
processes are managed by a maze of several interconnected and 
interdependent manual processes. The reliance on manual processes is 
deeply entrenched across all functions, which adversely impacts the 
ability to deliver high-quality services and ensure profitability in the 
process.

MANUFACTURING & DISTRIBUTION INDUSTRY – A MAZE OF MANUAL PROCESSES          5

50%
of manufacturing 
companies still use 
manual processes for 
monitoring changes, 
exceptions, and 
disruptions to their 
supply chain and plan 
activity.





Automating manual processes can help achieve unimaginable advantages for manufacturers and 
distributors. With automation at the helm, processes are completed accurately and on time, resulting in 
significant cost savings and improved all-round experience for all stakeholders involved. Be it the handling 
of documents, extraction of vital information, management of prompt communication between 
stakeholders, approval management, or exception handling, automation possesses the ability to optimize 
all manual and repetitive processes that would have otherwise taken a substantial portion of employees’ 
productive time.

Not only does automation optimize processes, but also helps bring together information stored within 
siloed processes spread across supply chain, inventory management, and IT systems, crucial in unlocking 
hidden efficiencies. Think of a customer service representative (CSR) who spends a significant amount of 
time handling administrative tasks manually. They can now focus on selling more, fulfilling orders on time, 
and ensuring the highest quality of service for customers. Another scenario is the increased visibility into 
processes gained through automation. Organizations need to maintain high levels of responsiveness, 
standardization, and connectivity to deliver improved customer experiences, and this can only be achieved 
when employees are able to quickly access vital information. This ensures customers are serviced on time, 
issues are resolved promptly, and orders are delivered in a timely manner. 

To highlight the key advantages delivered by automation within the manufacturing and distribution 
industry, this whitepaper delves into two critical administrative yet essential processes: Sales Order 
Processing and Invoice Processing.
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Improved data accuracy across all steps involve:
 • Data capture
 • Data extraction
 • Data validation
 • Data validation
Reduces manual pre-checks
Leads to accurate order management

Reducing personnel costs and overhead for 
entering, processing, and tracking orders
Lower error rate in order recording and 
accuracy saves re-processing cost and 
damages related to wrong shipment

Reducing the cycle time from initial receipt 
until orders are received by customer
Faster order processing and efficient delivery 
scheduling
Reduced Days Sales Outstanding (DSO)

Improved order fill rates and on-time delivery
Improved customer retention ratio
Free-up staff to focus on more value-add services
Comprehensive customer order tracking and 
prioritization

Figure 3: Advantages of automating processes
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Figure 6: Automated Sales Order Processing



Figure 7: Key Outcomes delivered by Sales Order Automation

Once the order has been delivered, the CSR is further aided in customer experience enhancement by an 
automatically updated Customer Relationship Management (CRM) system, allowing them to seek 
feedback, manage queries effectively, and more. Finally, the visibility gained across the process and a 
detailed audit trail enables the CSR to track customer preferences, identify warehouse or 
production-related breakdowns, and effectively manage performance of the entire process.

The benefits of automating Sales Order Processing can be assessed across four key outcomes:
• Accuracy rate
• Processing speed
• Cost saving
• Customer experience

To quantify the advantages of automation, we analyzed more than 50 case studies pertaining to the 
manufacturing and distribution industry.

Results of the analysis aptly justify the undeniable advantages of automating Sales Order Processing. 
Several manufacturers and distributors of different scale and with varied customer bases have successfully 
onboarded solutions to achieve touchless automation and eliminate manual processing.



$7-15 average processing cost
per invoice (paper and 
electronic)

16+ days average time 
to process a single invoice
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CASE STUDY

ROYAL BRASS & HOSE ENHANCES INVOICE PROCESSING AND RECONCILIATION 
THROUGH AUTOMATION

Company: 
A leading distributor of mobile-equipment products, such as hydraulic and pneumatic parts, hoses, 
fittings, etc.

Challenges faced: 
Working with thousands of suppliers, Royal Brass & Hose needed an automated solution for 
managing supplier invoices and customer orders. The accounts payable team was often engaged in 
manually opening envelopes, keying-in invoices, and verify information against purchase orders

Solution: 
The automation solution for invoice processing allowed the capture of critical line-item data from 
computer-generated invoices and orders and automatically process them n the ERP system. The key 
benefits derived from this effort was the significant reduction in processing time for invoices and 
also in the time taken to reconcile purchase orders 
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Manufacturing and distribution organizations are reimagining their business 
processes and adapting to the new realities of modern-day businesses run on 
experiences and relationships. Growth has been hard to come by for 
manufacturers and distributors during the COVID-19 pandemic, and therefore 
several of them are seeking new ways to stay relevant and competitive. To ensure 
sustainable growth, visionary organizations are investing heavily in more 
contemporary, digitally savvy, and data-driven automation solutions. 

To overcome the dilemma of identifying the right automation candidates, 
organizations only need to look at the operations running on manually driven 
efforts. In that respect, Sales Order Processing and Invoice Processing emerge as 
front-runners in the automation drive of organizations, as both are dominated by 
manual, paper-based processes. However, automation is bringing in significant 
efficiencies, thereby enhancing customer experience.

While several organizations find their feet in the new contours of automated 
solutions, it is time for all manufacturers and distributors to assess the state of 
their operations, identify inefficiencies, and strive to automate the unautomated. 
With the industry poised to undergo a massive transformation in the coming 
times, the adoption of automation is set to accelerate profoundly.
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