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In a challenging global business environment, 

organizations need to ensure that every dollar 

spent is accounted for and that is certainly true 

for all payments made to suppliers. Ensuring that 

your supplier payments are correct and on-time 

will positively impact your company’s bottom 

line. An accurate three-way match is a vital step 

in achieving that goal.

WHAT IS A 3-WAY MATCH?

In its simplest terms, a 3-way match, considered the 

accounts payable (AP) “gold standard,” is an internal 

control for AP, enabling them to verify that supplier 

invoices for goods received are correct and approved 

for payment. The invoice is matched against the 

purchase order (PO) and Goods Receipt, and when the 

amounts and line-item details on the three documents 

match (within agreed-upon tolerances), payment can 

be disbursed with confidence in its accuracy. AP can 

feel confident that they are not overpaying, paying for 

duplicate items, or paying for goods not yet received.
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DOCUMENTS NEEDED FOR A 3-WAY MATCH

PURCHASE ORDER

When an authorized person or department identifies a need for a product or service, a purchase 

requisition is sent to the procurement/purchasing department. The department then creates a 

purchase order (PO) which is a document (either paper or electronic) sent to suppliers detailing a request 

for goods and services required to meet a company’s needs. Each PO will have a unique number 

assigned to it which will enable accurate matching. At a minimum, a PO will have a description of the 

goods or services required, the quantity or other line-item details, and additional information such as 

volume or pricing discount parameters and tolerances, pricing, and payment terms.

GOODS RECEIPT REPORT

Before an invoice gets paid, you need to know that exactly what was ordered by Procurement 

has indeed been received. A receiving report documents what was delivered to a company and is 

completed by receiving staff accepting the goods. It should include information such as delivery date 

and time, shipper, item description/quantity, condition, and – incredibly important – the authorizing 

purchase order number.

INVOICE

Invoices arrive in both paper and electronic formats and, depending on the size of a company, there 

can be hundreds or thousands of invoices in constant motion. Often, invoices are sent out by the 

supplier as soon as goods are shipped, which is a different timeframe from when they are received. This 

can cause a delay in payment since AP must match the invoice to the other two documents. Making 

this match as quickly as possible is extremely important since accurate and timely payments are vital 

to maintaining organizational reputation, supplier relationships, and cash flow.
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POTENTIAL FLAWS 

IN 3-WAY MATCH 

MANUAL PROCESSES 

Although the 3-way match is the ideal 

way for AP to verify that invoices are 

correct so they can be submitted for 

payment, reliance on legacy paper 

and manual processes may make 

accurate 3-way matching difficult. 

When it comes to documents, paper 

can go missing or get misplaced; 

that can hold true for POs, Goods 

Receipt, or supplier invoices. Searching 

for them takes time, requiring AP to 

contact Procurement and Receiving, 

as well as the supplier, and that time 

can translate into late payments.

Manual processes are also labor-

intensive and time-consuming, 

especially if your AP and Procurement 

departments are still operating in 

silos. Since matching relies on all three 

functions working collaboratively, if 

they are still siloed or are working with 

disparate systems, then data becomes 

difficult to match. 

In addition, each department must 

have access to the latest data, 

including supplier address and 

contact, pricing, terms, early payment 

discount information, etc. This puts 

the responsibility on Procurement to 

maintain and update their master 

vendor file (MVF) and ensure that 

AP has the latest information. When 

departments either work manually 

or on disparate systems, this may 

not happen. In many companies, 

Procurement is automated, but AP 

is not, so again, communication is 

lacking, and mistakes may occur.

Ideally, the process should work as 

follows:

 + Procurement creates a unique purchase 

order and sends it to the supplier, 

while a digital copy goes into the 

PO system.  Buyers may require the 

supplier to acknowledge the PO (PO 

Acknowledgement) and address any 

issues up front in the buying process. 

 + Receiving enters the packing 

slip information or Goods Receipt 

report into the PO system, 

notifies Procurement that the shipment 

was received, and provides AP with 

confirmation of that receipt.  

 + AP matches the invoice received 

from the supplier against these two 

documents and then sends it through 

the invoice approval process, finally 

submitting it into the ERP or accounting 

system for payment. 

But human intervention (manual 

processing), which is error-prone, can 

easily affect the matching process by 

slowing things down. This occurs in a 

variety of ways and can occur at any 

point in the transaction process:

TIMING ISSUES:

 + If a supplier submits an invoice as soon 

as goods are shipped, AP will likely get 

the invoice before the goods are even 
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received. AP may be able to match the 

invoice to the purchase order, but that’s 

incomplete without the corresponding 

Goods Receipt. This becomes even 

more complicated with major suppliers 

that are continually shipping goods, 

which means multiple invoices are 

arriving at overlapping intervals 

making matching even more difficult.

 + The goods are received but that 

department may delay recording the 

shipment. This again delays when AP 

can approve the invoice and forward it 

for payment.

DATA ISSUES: 

 + Procurement, instead of keying in 

current pricing, leaves the price off. 

Or they put in an older or incorrect 

price which will then not correspond 

to the supplier invoice which reflects 

the correct price. AP will have to then 

deal with an exception that takes time 

and effort to rectify. It also increases 

the potential to negatively impact the 

supplier relationship.

 + The Receiving department may not log 

in the shipment as soon as it is received, 

or it may simply key in a quantity that 

matches the PO but not the actual 

quantity received. Again, AP is left 

trying to verify that this is not simply an 

error and that the invoice is correct.

 + The supplier could leave the PO number 

off the invoice. That forces AP to locate 

the actual PO as well as the Goods 

Receipt. Or the supplier, intentionally 

or unintentionally, could key in wrong 

data which, since it won’t match the 

PO, delays approval and payment.

 + AP could key in the wrong information. 

Since line-item details from the invoice 

are on paper or an e-mailed image, 

AP will have to key in information such 

as PO number, vendor information, 

or item code in order to bring up the 

PO and Goods Receipt data in the 

system to match. Any keying errors 

will result in time AP spends contacting 

Procurement and/or the supplier.

VISIBILITY ISSUES:

 + When Procurement and AP are not on 

the same operating systems, there is a 

total lack of transparency, even if both 

functions are automated. Procurement’s 

system may not communicate with 

AP’s system, or inconsistent data is 

passed between the two.

 + When AP has no automation, they 

are essentially flying blind. With little 

to no visibility into the front end of the 

process, when the PO was generated, 

AP may not even know a PO was 

issued until a supplier’s invoice is 

received.

When companies see how automation 

and digitization can eliminate so 

many problems – and risks – that are 

inherent in manual processes, many of 

them are transitioning to automation 

and digitization throughout their 

B2B transaction and supply chain 

processes. 

AUTOMATION IS THE 

KEY TO AN ACCURATE 

3-WAY MATCH

Automating your 3-way match 

starts with working with a provider 

to automate your entire procure-to-

pay (P2P) process using a software-

as-a-service (SaaS) solution. This 

will increase communication and 

collaboration between Procurement 

and AP by breaking down any silos, 

especially data, that might exist. 

Automation also creates full visibility 

into the status of every invoice, 

ensures that payment terms and 

matching rules are being met, and 

accelerates the entire AP process. In 

fact, automating the invoice matching 

process can reduce processing times 

by up to 70 percent.

Although the COVID-19 pandemic 

and the resulting remote workforce 

seem to have accelerated the move 

towards digitization for AP, this shift 

has been occurring consistently 

as businesses and supply chains 

globalized. In addition, as solutions 

have become more user-friendly and 

more affordable, small and medium-

sized businesses have been able to 

implement this technology.

A July 2021 article in businesswire.

com published some results from the 

Global Accounts Payable Automation 

Market (2021 to 2026). According to 

the survey, the global market for AP 

Automation is projected to grow from 

$2.5 billion in 2021 to $4.47 billion 

by 2026, noting, “The increasing 

demand for automation of accounts 

payable owing to the benefits such 

as remote payable option, real-time 

fast track process, 24/7 access to 

payment information, and increased 

efficacy is majorly driving the market. 

In addition, automation enables 

transparency of cash flows which 

aids in improving security and fraud 

management and complete control of 

the invoice approval process.”

https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20210722005476/en/Global-Accounts-Payable-Automation-Market-2021-to-2026---by-Component-Deployment-Type-Application-and-Geography---ResearchAndMarkets.com
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BENEFITS OF AN AUTOMATED 3-WAY MATCH

Cuts processing time

Automating the 3-way match streamlines the invoice approval workflow and payment process, cutting invoice 

processing time by 70%, which enables the AP team to spend more time on value-added tasks. When they match, 

invoices can be sent straight through to the ERP for payment, without human intervention. The match also gives 

organizations the opportunity to capture early payment discounts, dollars that go straight to the bottom line. 

Reduces exceptions

When AP teams are asked to describe their major concerns, handling exceptions is at or near the top of the list. 

A 2019 Ardent Partners report notes that the average exception rate exceeds 23 percent. This can eat up to 24 

percent of a processor’s day by having to compare, correct, and contact suppliers to verify invoice data. When you 

automate matching, exceptions are significantly reduced. 

Improves supplier relationships

When data within the three documents matches, each side (buyer and supplier) gains trust in the other. That trust 

translates into long-term relationships, giving buyers premium positioning (which can be extremely important 

during challenging times as the COVID-19 pandemic has shown us). Better relationships also strengthen a buyer’s 

negotiating power since suppliers know that being paid on time gives them greater control over their own cash flow.

Makes auditing more efficient

By maintaining records for the audit trail, a company can reduce the amount of time its staff spends searching for 

documentation auditors need to see in order to determine whether financial inconsistencies exist. When auditors 

are provided with a paper trail (either manual or electronic) that shows consistency between the invoice, PO, and 

Goods Receipt, they are better able to complete the audit in a timely fashion.

Reduces duplicate and erroneous payments

An APQC 2020 benchmarking survey on duplicate payments and erroneous disbursements found that on average 

1.5 percent of overall payments are duplicates or erroneous. For laggards, it is 2 percent, and even best-in-class can 

see 0.80 percent. Although these numbers may seem small, the survey notes that it doesn’t measure the amount 

of the disbursement, so these problem issues can result in a significant amount of dollars lost. The causes range 

from keying errors, incomplete vendor information, or duplicate entries in the buyer’s master vendor file. The 3-way 

match will flag these discrepancies and ensure corrections are made.

Detects invoice fraud

As more employees work remotely, including AP staff, the chance for invoice fraud from cybercriminals increases. 

Some bad actors use email spoofing to send employees fake invoices using forged email headers, so the receiver 

believes the invoice is real. It’s not just small companies that get tricked by this. According to an article in Fraud.

net, Barbara Corcoran from Shark Tank lost over $388,000 from invoice fraud. Amazon paid $19 million for goods 

that were not purchased when fraudsters set up a fake wholesale business and sent different items from what was 

reported. A 3-way match would have caught this as the invoice would not have a matching PO or Receipt of Goods.

https://www.cfo.com/payments/2020/03/metric-of-the-month-detect-and-prevent-duplicate-or-erroneous-payments/
https://fraud.net/n/fake-invoices-three-major-cases-of-invoice-fraud-in-2020/#:~:text=Invoice%20fraud%20occurs%20when%20a,the%20money%20to%20the%20fraudster.&text=The%20fake%20invoice%20can%20be,the%20money%20to%20the%20attacker.


WHY AUTOMATING THE 3-WAY MATCH MATTERS  7corcentric.com

HOW CORCENTRIC’S AP 

AUTOMATION SOLUTION 

ENSURES AN ACCURATE 

3-WAY MATCH

Corcentric’s AP Automation solution 

streamlines each step in the invoice 

approval process, from the moment 

an electronic PO is issued (Cor360 

Purchase Order) through the approval 

process (Cor360 Approval Workflow) 

and into the organization’s ERP for 

payment. Once they implement the 

solution, organizations realize all the 

benefits listed above, including a 

reduction in invoice processing costs of 

up to 80 percent.

Corcentric knows that not every order 

will be fulfilled to exactly match the 

PO and that allowances need to 

be made. We also know that every 

business is different and needs to 

maintain control over how matching 

is assessed. What makes our 3-way 

match so efficient Is Corcentric’s 

configurable matching algorithm that 

gives enterprises control over how 

invoices match and what line-item 

matching fields are required. Users can 

modify matching rules as needed. This 

eliminates unnecessary exceptions 

that take time to research and verify.

As an example, one of Corcentric’s 

customers, a billion-dollar manufacturer, 

had multiple errors on their PO and 

invoice match; approximately 80 

percent of their invoice transactions 

were in error with no match to a receipt. 

That meant that most of the AP staff’s 

time was spent on managing all the 

transactions and errors. Once Corcentric 

streamlined the PO process, onboarded 

the suppliers with the business rules, 

and added the systematic 3-way 

match, the customer realized an 80 

percent match meaning that only 

exceptions (which were drastically 

reduced) were being managed rather 

than most of the transactions.

Corcentric also knows that in order to 

optimize savings and efficacy, both 

buyers and suppliers need to be part 

of the system. That is why we work 

with suppliers to onboard them as 

quickly and efficiently as possible, 

giving them access to our supplier 

portal. 

Our solution makes the 3-way match 

simple and accurate. When a PO is 

sent via Corcentric’s Cor360 Purchase 

Order, the supplier is able to flip the PO 

into an electronic invoice (e-invoice) as 

soon as the order is fulfilled. Once that 

e-invoice is received, Cor360 Approval 

Workflow automatically matches the 

document against the original PO 

and Goods Receipt. If the documents 

match within tolerances, the invoice 

is sent straight through to the ERP for 

payment, without human intervention.
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No matter how efficient a system is, exceptions will still 

occur. But Corcentric’s 3-way match automatically flags 

and escalates duplicate or erroneous invoices, followed 

by mobile-friendly email notification and alerts to remind 

approvers that exceptions are awaiting their attention. 

WHAT IF A SUPPLIER STILL INSISTS ON SENDING PAPER 

INVOICES OR PDFS?

Some suppliers are still wedded to paper or think that a fax, 

email, or pdf is an electronic invoice. It is not. An e-invoice is 

a fully digital electronic document from the point of creation 

to the entry into a company’s ERP system. Corcentric will 

turn these alternative forms of invoicing into e-invoices 

at our Invoice Virtualization Center where we scan and 

capture the data and send them straight through to 

company digital mailboxes which we set up and manage.     

CONCLUSION

Ultimately, the goal of the 3-way match is to prevent 

payment of duplicate, erroneous, fraudulent invoices. An 

additional benefit is the paper trail that makes audits more 

efficient and less time-consuming. But relying on paper 

and manual processes makes ensuring an accurate 3-way 

match difficult. Implementing a full P2P solution, including 

e-invoicing and workflow automation, can lead to a 70 

percent reduction in invoice processing time which in turn 

leads to an increase in on-time payments and better 

relationships with suppliers. Most important, that goal 

of ensuring that every payment made is correct will be 

achieved.
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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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