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Electronic document 
storage, archiving 
and retrieval
Electronic document storage and retrieval 

is improving efficiency, security and insight 

for businesses. This white paper addresses 

how the digital transformation of document 

processes creates competitive advantage, from 

big data analytics to process automation.
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The Challenges of 
Traditional Paper 
Document Processes 

Speed 

One of the most notable challenges 

of paper-based document processes 

is the speed at which documents 

are created, distributed, consumed, 

or retrieved. Businesses have 

coped for decades with the speed 

of paper, but expectations of the 

digital age place an increasing 

pressure on this paradigm.

Consider the time it takes to 

write a letter, or type and print a 

letter, then post it, and if this then 

reaches a recipient who has to 

open, read, sign, and return it, the 

process can take over a week. The 

same operation over email can be 

complete within an hour or less.

The difference in speed between 

paper and electronic formats can 

be frustrating when considering 

individual documents. However, 

the limitations of paper become 

a serious business concern at 

scale, when you are retrieving and 

updating all documents on file 

containing a particular reference. 

According to the IDC¹ ,an enterprise 

employing 1,000 workers wastes 

$48,000 per week, or nearly $2.5M 

each year, on finding and retrieving 

information. This figure drops 

significantly when considering an 

enterprise with less reliance on paper. 

Cost

The costs of maintaining traditional 

document creation − print, postage, 

and archiving processes − add 

up. Even where steps are taken 

to combine modern automation 

techniques with traditional print and 

postage, the physical overheads 

of maintaining machinery can 

Digital transformation is perhaps an overused term 

these days. Very few areas of a successful business 

have not been digitally transformed in some way, for 

good reason. Computerisation and digital processes are 

inherently more efficient, more secure, and interoperable 

with other digital processes within the business.

One of the last areas of many businesses to retain paper 

is that of sensitive documents. Document files can still 

be found in many businesses for invoicing records, HR 

records, contracts, and other high-value documents.

Whilst valuable, these documents are not inherently 

different from other paper documents; they are just as 

inefficient to process and as insecure as other physical 

documents. They are simply distributed and stored as 

paper because there is a long-standing feeling that 

this is a legal requirement, or that having the original 

paper document is somehow more appropriate 

when the content is of high value to the business.

Businesses are waking up to the fact that it’s no longer 

necessary to retain, or even send, documents of this type 

on paper. And where innovation occurs, competitive 

advantage follows. Businesses moving away from 

cumbersome and insecure paper-based processes are 

more agile, secure, and able to mine the data within 

these documents for insight and competitive advantage.

As part of this drive towards the digitisation of document 

processes, we explore the challenges posed by hanging 

on to paper, as well as the benefits of embracing 

digital. We’ll outline recommendations for minimising 

risk and cost, and how to accelerate the benefits of 

using electronic documents throughout the business.

Introduction
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be significant, not to mention the 

headcount to oversee the processes.

But cost isn’t all about overheads. 

The first point raised here – about 

speed and efficiency – determines 

a good proportion of cost, due 

to the time it takes to manage 

printed vs. electronic documents.

If you are a business looking to cut 

costs through greater use of electronic 

documents, read on. Digital solutions 

can be offset against operational 

expenditure, rather than a capital 

expenditure that takes time to 

show a return on investment.

Security

No appraisal of document processes 

would be complete without reference 

to security. Paper documents have 

no ‘security layer’ outside of where 

they are stored, or how they are 

delivered. Some businesses spend 

millions of dollars each year on courier 

deliveries and secure document 

vaults, to protect paper documents.

Electronic documents bring security 

into the heart of the distribution 

and archiving processes – through 

encryption technologies and digital 

signatures that validate authenticity of 

both sender and content. Legislative 

changes over the last decade mean 

that documents signed or approved 

digitally can be equivalent to their ‘wet 

ink’ counterparts in the courts of law.

Analytics

In a world where more and more 

businesses are looking at their own 

data to seek competitive advantage, 

the limitations of paper-based archives 

are painfully apparent. It is no longer 

just a laborious slog for office juniors 

to dig out the correct documents, read, 

and cross-reference them to draw out 

insight and compile management 

reports. This level of information is 

expected real-time in a dashboard. 

Insights can be drawn out of the vast 

unstructured ‘data lake’, of which 

all documents within a business 

comprise a significant percentage.

Aside from unstructured data, 

tapped by big data analytics tools, 

machine-readable documents can 

also yield valuable business insight. 

The process to achieve this is virtually 

impossible if all the information 

is stored on paper. Scanning 

and interrogating documents is 

a step in the right direction, but 

fortune favours businesses that 

can methodically collect, analyse, 

and store data from end-to-end 

electronic document processes.

Digitisation – Ignore 
it at Your Peril

The Remember the businesses that 

held on to fax, as their competitors 

switched to email? Or those who 

needed a cheque in the post, rather 

than payment online? No, nor do 

we. They didn’t make it. Businesses 

need to adapt to survive.

Looking around in any business, 

it’s plain to see that digitisation 

has already shaped much of the 

landscape. When document processes 

connect with other parts of the 

business – e.g. invoices and accounting 

systems – paper creates a bottleneck.

Sending, storing, and retrieving 

documents electronically enables 

better integration and automation. 

These both improve efficiency, 

improving responses to changes in 

requirements or market conditions. 

A leaner, more agile business 

can be more competitive.

Competitive advantage isn’t limited to 

greater agility and cost savings. The 

power of modern analytics can drive 

significant competitive advantage, 

but requires the raw data in a format 

that can be interrogated – electronic 

documents are exactly that.

Electronic document processes bring 

benefits beyond the internal factors of 

saving time and introducing accuracy 

and reliability in data. Businesses that 

are behind the times with accepting 

payments online or delivering 

information to customers and business 

partners in the format they prefer 

are perceived as substandard.

A recent Forrester report quotes 

a well-known 5-star hotel on 

their motivations to change to 

electronic documents and digital 
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signatures. More than the costs for 

generating shipping documents, 

overnight delivery, and staff hours, 

the move was driven by “being 

embarrassed that a five-star 

hotel would have such crappy old 

processes,” according to an operations 

executive within the company.

This external perception of the 

business is extremely important in 

many markets and has led to the use 

of electronic document management 

becoming more pervasive. 

In the context of invoicing and other 

financial documents, some businesses 

already find extra demands placed 

on their accounts receivable (AR) 

teams as customers require invoices 

to be keyed into their online payment 

processing portals for accounts 

payable (AP) to make payments. 

Connecting AR systems to AP 

systems via EDI or related protocols 

saves time and money and ensures 

timely payment of invoices, 

which improves cash flow.

The Benefits 
of Electronic 
Document Storage

The benefits of electronic document 

storage are far-reaching, but one 

of the most apparent differences 

between electronic and paper is 

the sheer volume of storage space 

required for paper documents. To put 

the enormity of paper volumes into 

perspective, consider this quote:

“The document for a 

Boeing 747 weighs more 

than the plane itself” – 

Office Systems Magazine, March 1995.

That was in 1995, and things have 

moved on considerably now, no one 

would consider storing this volume 

of documents as paper anymore. A 

similar volume of information could be 

stored on a micro-SD card, weighing a 

few grams, several times over. The cost 

of printing, handling, and storing such 

large volumes of information on paper 

is impractical for most businesses. 

And now, with the low cost, speed, 

and security of electronic storage, 

there is simply no need to do so.

As discussed earlier in this white 

paper, the efficiency of paper-based 

processes is low. Electronic documents 

can be created and delivered more 

quickly and accurately than paper. 

The processing of documents can 

also be automated, as in the case 

of EDI within supply chains, saving 

recipients time and money and 

making you easier to do business with.

Security is another significant benefit 

of storing documents electronically. 

Access permissions can be set 

for different individuals to access 

different documents. Audit trails that 

track when and by whom records 

are accessed provide an overview 

that help eliminate misuse. 

 

Security from electronic document 

storage is only one half of the story 

though. Every bit as legally binding 

as ‘wet ink’ signatures, digital 

signatures provide security and 

assurance when documents are used 

for legal contracts or transactions.

Whilst the hard business benefits of 

electronic document storage and 

retrieval may be driving the need 

for change, it’s reassuring to know 

that electronic documents present 

a step forward in environmental 

terms, too. As well as saving 

storage footprint (building space), 

electronic documents reduce paper 

consumption and act against 

the ongoing cycle of production, 

postage, and disposal of paper.

Connecting 
AR systems to 

AP systems via 
EDI or related 

protocols saves 
time and money 

and ensures 
timely payment 

of invoices, 
which improves 

cash flow.

https://bit.ly/318fCrl
https://bit.ly/318fCrl
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Electronic Document 
Archiving

Document archiving is an integral 

part of any document management 

solution, providing structure to 

facilitate ease of access to stored 

documents. Without structured 

archives, information retrieval would 

rely solely on search, which is fine 

in some contexts, but sub-optimal 

for the retrieval of documents with 

similar content, sent at regular 

intervals (e.g. bills and invoices).

Considering invoicing as an example, 

customers may require reprints of 

old invoices or need to check their 

invoicing history. In this context, a 

well-structured archive of previous 

invoices for each customer can 

provide direct access to the details 

they need. Electronic document 

archiving can enable users to access 

these archives quickly through 

an online portal, reducing request 

volumes to support desks for ad 

hoc document retrieval requests.

An online portal that provides access 

to document archives supports 

communications and customer 

experience in a number of ways:

 + Documents are always 

available for retrospective 

access – review, printing, etc.

 + Customers are less able to claim 

that they ‘missed’ a document or 

hadn’t seen it – as with regular 

document deliveries (e.g. bills), 

they will always be available 

online in the same place.

 + Reporting and analytics can 

determine whether recipients have 

viewed their document online.

 + Customers can act directly in 

response to documents – e.g. 

querying the document, paying a 

bill, or signing a document online.

 + Communications about new 

documents can drive recipients to 

the archive, meaning the document 

does not need to be sent out directly. 

Rather, a link back and a login or 

single sign-on process enhances 

user validation and security.

Archiving is a gateway to broaden 

experience and engagement between 

business and customer. Customers 

are empowered by the structured 

access to historic and current 

documents, as well as the ability 

to interact with them immediately. 

Businesses benefit from a reduction 

in support requests for access to 

documents, greater visibility of 

customer engagement, and improved 

response times from customers.

Legal Considerations 
for Electronic 
Document Storage 
and Archiving 

Given the increased pressure on 

businesses to store documents, it is 

unsurprising that document storage 

is swiftly moving over to electronic 

storage. As an example, Sarbanes-

Oxley, section 103, states that some 

documents need to be retained 

for a minimum of seven years. 

Not all industries have such strict 

requirements, but the trend is in this 

direction. And as more industries fall 

into line, expectations increase on the 

length of time for ‘reasonable’ storage. 

Recent changes in invoicing laws 

across the EU, driven by EU Directive 

2014/55/EU, have resulted in a growing 

number of countries requiring invoices 

to be stored for 5+ years and, in 

some cases, as much as 10 years.

Contrary to the need to store 

documents for great lengths of time, 

legislation has come into force to 

allow individuals the ‘right to be 

forgotten’ – preserving personal 

privacy, where appropriate. This 

poses an entirely different type of 

challenge for businesses: how can 

documents that may be spread across 

multiple files be recalled, redacted, 

or deleted in support of this law?

Electronic document storage 

and retrieval presents the means 

for businesses to dive into long-

term archives and make these 

kinds of changes swiftly or even 

automatically in some cases. 
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How Electronic 
Document Storage 
and Retrieval 
Has Evolved 

Storage technology has evolved 

rapidly over the last decade, driven 

in part by the growing volume of 

electronic documents businesses 

are seeking to store. Not more 

than a decade ago, the type of 

media used for long-term storage 

was typically tape. Hard disks and 

cloud-based storage have replaced 

tape as solutions that are more 

reliable and cheaper per Terabyte.

Shifts in storage methods − from long-

term archives on slow-retrieval media 

such as tape to short-term storage on 

fast-retrieval media like disks − have 

enabled businesses to group and 

analyse all stored documents in one 

hit. This has, in turn, given birth to 

the paradigm of big data analytics, 

through solutions like Hadoop, which 

uses MapReduce to interrogate vast 

volumes of unstructured documents.

Storage technologies and analytical 

tools are adapting to support the 

rapid increase in document storage 

volumes. Consequently, businesses 

are motivated to consider outsourcing 

their document storage. In order to 

compete, businesses must reduce 

their risk to becoming encumbered by 

unmanageable document volumes or 

inadequate retrieval or analytical tools.

Outsourcing such a valuable and 

sensitive area of the business may 

concern traditionalists, but the 

benefits are substantial. Outsourcing, 

or leveraging managed service 

solutions from providers, can be one 

of the most effective ways to keep 

pace with competitive pressures. 

Risk is probably the biggest objection 

to going paperless, and outsourcing 

seems to amplify these concerns. 

A good way to manage that risk is 

to understand the pinch points and 

pitfalls, by utilising someone who has 

done it before and done it often.

In an outsourced scenario, control 

still rests with the business and is 

even protected with Service Level 

Agreements and contractual 

obligations from the outsource 

provider. The provider can also be held 

accountable if there were instances of 

negligence and poor performance.

When outsourcing, you are still 

in control of setting the goals, 

requirements, and performance 

indicators while your outsource 

provider is responsible for complying 

with them and proving as much. 

By delegating the responsibility, 

you’re allowing someone else to 

take care of the details. Outsourcing 

allows you to tap into the knowledge, 

experience, and capabilities most 

suited to successfully realise the task.

Risk Avoidance 
When Switching 
to Electronic 
Document Storage 

Switching to electronic documents 

presents an opportunity for dramatic 

efficiency gains and improvements 

to business process. However, such 

a fundamental change to such a 

sensitive area of the business requires 

careful navigation to avoid risks.

Leave the DIY at home

With the modern paradigm of 

software as a service, fewer 

businesses seek to develop complete 

solutions in-house. But there is still 

a cautionary tale to be told here. 

As electronic documents often 

contain sensitive information, some 

businesses have been tempted 

to pursue the development of 

electronic document storage and 

retrieval technology in-house.

The reality is that electronic document 

formats are diversifying as time 

goes on. This presents a unique 

challenge for analytical solutions, 

or even just storage solutions where 

search and retrieval is required. 

Consequently, businesses are wise 

to consider an electronic document 

storage partner who can meet these 

requirements and support a growing 

variety of electronic documents.
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Future-Proofing Electronic 
Document Storage 

Following on from the potential risks to consider 

when moving to electronic document storage, 

archiving and retrieval, it is important to consider 

how your selected solution will weather the test of 

time. As electronic documents become the standard 

for all document transactions, it’s essential that your 

solution has the capacity to evolve and scale to 

support business needs over the coming years.

Security is without doubt one of the most critical 

aspects of any electronic document solution. 

With electronic documents providing access to 

payment histories, legally sensitive information or 

even requiring a direct connection into accounting 

systems (in the case of e-invoicing), electronic 

documents span many sensitive areas of business.

Leading electronic document storage and retrieval 

solution providers will be compliant with ISO 27001 as a 

way to ensure their infrastructure, processes, and people 

are always as secure as possible. ISO 27001 compliance 

requires the solution provider to be audited regularly 

by a third-party, ensuring security never lapses and 

information is always handled in the most secure manner.

It is also crucial to consider how customer expectations 

are changing, with greater emphasis on individual 

empowerment to access their documents and engage 

with these at a time that suits them. Customer portals 

are the gateway to provide this access and engagement 

– enhancing customer experience and strengthening 

the bond between business and customer. Aligning 

document storage, archival, and retrieval capabilities 

with the user experience of an online customer portal 

is an important consideration for the future.

About Corcentric EIPP 

Corcentric EIPP is a managed service dedicated to 

streamlining, automating, and enhancing business 

invoicing, from delivery through to payment. Corcentric 

EIPP ensures accurate and efficient delivery of invoices 

to your customers in the medium which suits them.

Beyond saving time and cost through invoice 

automation, Corcentric EIPP enables a risk-free 

and seamless shift towards electronic invoicing, 

reducing errors and driving down DSO.

Corcentric EIPP also removes the classic challenges 

of document storage and retrieval for auditing and 

compliance. Businesses depend on Corcentric EIPP 

to provide secure online access to their document 

distribution history, facilitating ease of reporting, 

performance analysis, and proof of delivery, along with 

a range of other document management functions.

Headquartered in the United States, Corcentric 

helps more than 2,000 of the largest companies 

leverage smarter technology and services to 

reduce operating costs, improve cash flow, and 

unlock the hidden value within their enterprise.
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Spend smarter, 
optimize cash flow, 
and drive profitability.

Corcentric is a leading provider of 

procurement and finance solutions. We 

help companies reduce costs and improve 

working capital by optimizing the way 

they purchase, pay, and get paid.
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