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THE CFO'S GUIDE TO E-INVOICING 

From Compliance to Better Working Capital 

EXECUTIVE LENS 

Mandatory e-invoicing is one of the biggest changes to business invoicing in decades. 

For many organisations, the immediate priority is to just comply with new legislation. But compliance is only 

part of the story. 

The more significant change is that invoices are moving from documents that people read to structured data 

that systems can understand. That shift creates an opportunity to improve far more than tax reporting. It 

provides a stronger foundation for managing disputes, prioritising collections, forecasting cash and improving 

control across the entire invoice-to-cash process. 

Businesses that recognise this early will gain far more than simply achieving regulatory compliance. 

At a glance 

2026–2030 The key implementation period for mandatory e-invoicing across much of Europe. 

Structured Data True e-invoices replace documents with machine-readable transaction data. 

Working Capital 
Better invoice data only creates value when it leads to faster collections and stronger 

cash control. 

Executive Summary 

Over the next five years, most finance functions will need to prepare for mandatory e-invoicing in one form or 

another. 

For many organisations, that will mean changing invoice formats, updating ERP systems, reviewing customer 

data and meeting new reporting requirements. It is a substantial programme of work and, understandably, 

compliance will receive most of the attention. 

The question CFOs should ask is whether that is enough. 

A true e-invoice is not a PDF sent by email. It is structured data exchanged directly between business systems, 

allowing invoices to be validated, received and processed automatically. Once invoice information becomes 

standardised and machine-readable, finance teams have a much stronger foundation for managing the wider 

invoice-to-cash process. 

This opens up opportunities well beyond tax compliance. 

Structured invoice data can be linked to disputes, payment behaviour, promises to pay, customer history and 

collections activity. Instead of simply knowing which invoices are overdue, finance teams can begin to 
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understand trends in their business; why cash is being delayed, where operational bottlenecks exist and which 

actions are most likely to improve collections. 

The organisations that gain the greatest value from e-invoicing are unlikely to be those that simply meet the 

regulatory deadline. They will be the organisations that use the same programme to improve how cash moves 

through the business. 

The central argument 

E-invoicing changes how invoices are exchanged. It does not, by itself, improve cash collection. 

Businesses will still need clear ownership, consistent collections processes, effective dispute management and 

meaningful operational reporting. Better invoice data provides the foundation; better Accounts Receivable 

processes determine whether that foundation translates into improved working capital. 

Compliance gets the business over the regulatory line, but a stronger invoice-to-cash process delivers a 

measurable commercial return. 

What CFOs should take away 

The next few years represent more than a regulatory deadline. 

They offer a rare opportunity to review the entire invoice-to-cash process while finance systems, customer data 

and ERP integrations are already being updated. 

Throughout this guide we argue four key points: 

• Mandatory e-invoicing is becoming the standard across Europe. Although implementation dates differ by 

country, the direction of travel is now clear. Finance teams operating internationally should already be planning. 

• Structured invoice data is fundamentally different from emailing PDFs. The value lies not in digitising 

documents, but in creating consistent, machine-readable transaction data that can be processed automatically. 

• Better data alone will not improve cash performance. Organisations still need clear ownership, disciplined 

collections processes, effective dispute resolution and meaningful management information. 

• This is the right time to review Accounts Receivable. If finance teams are already investing in new invoice 

formats, ERP changes and integration work, it makes sense to ask whether the wider Accounts Receivable 

operating model is still fit for purpose. 

Key dates 

Data point Why it matters Source 

1 Jan 2026 Belgian domestic B2B e-invoicing becomes mandatory. European Commission 

1 Sep 2026 French businesses must receive; large and mid-tier firms must issue. impots.gouv.fr 

2029 UK mandatory e-invoicing for all VAT invoices. GOV.UK 

2030 EU ViDA cross-border VAT reporting begins through e-invoices. Council of the EU 

Sources checked August 2026. 

CREST View 

Most organisations will approach e-invoicing through the tax or compliance team. That is entirely reasonable. 

However, the greatest long-term return is likely to come from improving what happens after the invoice has been 

issued. The businesses that emerge strongest from the 2026–2030 mandate period will not simply be compliant; 

they will have better control over disputes, collections, customer communication and working capital. 
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What Counts as an E-Invoice? 

One of the most common misconceptions is that an invoice sent by email is already an e-invoice… It isn't. 

A PDF attached to an email is simply a digital version of a paper document. Although it is easier to distribute 

than a printed invoice, it still relies heavily on people to read it, validate the information and enter it into finance 

systems. Many organisations use OCR technology to automate parts of this process, but the invoice itself 

remains largely unstructured. 

A true e-invoice is created using an agreed data standard, transmitted electronically between systems and 

processed automatically by the receiving application. Rather than exchanging documents, organisations 

exchange structured business data. 

This distinction is important because it changes what finance teams can do with invoice information. 

Instead of simply storing invoices, businesses can validate them automatically, monitor processing status, 

identify exceptions earlier and connect invoice data directly to collections, disputes and reporting. 

Traditional digital invoice 

• Usually a PDF, scanned document or image.  

• Designed primarily for people to read.  

• Often requires manual validation or intervention.  

• Customer responses and dispute information typically sit outside the invoice itself.  

• Limited visibility once the invoice has been issued.  

Structured e-invoice 

• Created using a recognised data standard such as XML, UBL or Peppol.  

• Designed for system-to-system exchange.  

• Automatically validated and processed.  

• Status information can be tracked electronically.  

• Provides consistent, machine-readable data that supports downstream finance processes.  

 

Figure: digital delivery and structured invoicing create different levels of automation and control. 
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Why the distinction matters 

Many organisations believe they are already digital because invoices are no longer printed and posted. In 

reality, emailing PDFs often replaces paper without changing the underlying process. 

Mandatory e-invoicing represents a more fundamental shift. It standardises invoice information, making it 

easier to exchange data between organisations and providing finance teams with a cleaner, more consistent 

source of information. 

That consistency becomes increasingly valuable once businesses begin analysing disputes, customer payment 

behaviour and collections performance across multiple countries, business units or ERP systems. 

The invoice stops being simply a document. It becomes reliable operational data. 

CREST View 

The real value of e-invoicing is not that invoices travel electronically. Most businesses already do that. The value 

lies in creating consistent, structured data that supports every stage of the invoice-to-cash process. Businesses 

that view e-invoicing purely as a replacement for PDF invoices risk overlooking the much larger opportunity to 

improve working capital, reporting and operational control.  
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The Mandate Window Is Bigger Than a Compliance Deadline 

Every country has its own timetable, technical standards and implementation rules. That can make mandatory 

e-invoicing feel like a series of disconnected regulatory projects. 

In reality, something much bigger is happening. Between 2026 and 2030, a significant proportion of European 

businesses will be reviewing how invoices are created, exchanged and reported. At the same time, many will 

also be upgrading ERP platforms, improving customer master data and modernising finance processes. 

Those programmes are not independent of one another. Together, they represent one of the largest changes 

to invoice-to-cash operations in decades. 

The policy pressure is not abstract: the European Commission estimates the EU VAT compliance gap at 

€128bn, or 9.5% of VAT total tax liability, in 2023. 

 

The next five years 

While the detail differs by country, the overall direction is remarkably consistent. 

 

Implementation dates continue to evolve. Sources: European Commission, national tax authorities, GOV.UK 

and Council of the EU; checked August 2026. 

Figure: selected mandate milestones, 2025-2030. Local scope, exemptions and standards should be verified 

before planning. 

What changes inside Finance? 

Many organisations initially view e-invoicing as a tax or IT project. However, the practical consequences reach 

much further. 

Implementing e-invoicing often means reviewing: 

• ERP configuration  

• Customer master data  
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• Invoice validation rules  

• Purchase order processes  

• Customer onboarding  

• Integration architecture  

• Tax reporting  

• Document management  

• Internal finance controls  

Once that work begins, many organisations discover weaknesses that already existed but were hidden by 

manual processes. 

• Duplicate customer records. 

• Inconsistent payment terms. 

• Poor ownership of disputes. 

• Different collection practices across countries. 

• Disconnected reporting. 

 

1. These issues rarely originate with e-invoicing. 

2. The mandate simply exposes them. 

A Rare Opportunity 

Finance transformation programmes are expensive. 

They require executive sponsorship, project teams, system changes and considerable effort across multiple 

departments. Most organisations only undertake programmes of this scale every few years. 

That is why the current mandate window is so significant. 

If the business is already investing in: 

• ERP changes  

• Integration projects  

• Customer data cleansing  

• Tax compliance  

• Invoice redesign  

• Testing and rollout  

It is worth asking a broader question. 

Is the wider invoice-to-cash process ready for the next decade? 

Too often, organisations modernise how invoices are generated while leaving the collections process largely 

unchanged. Invoices become more sophisticated. Collections remain dependent on spreadsheets, email 

inboxes and local knowledge. 

That creates an unnecessary disconnect. 
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Compliance is the Beginning, Not the End 

Meeting the legislative deadline is essential. But compliance should be viewed as the foundation rather than 

the destination. Once invoice data becomes standardised, finance teams gain the opportunity to build a more 

consistent operating model around it. 

Instead of asking: 

"Can we issue compliant invoices?" 

Finance leaders can begin asking: 

1. Can we identify invoice problems before they delay payment?  

2. Do we know where disputes are accumulating?  

3. Can we see which customers represent the greatest cash risk?  

4. Are collectors working from the same priorities across every business unit?  

5. Can management see, in real time, where cash is becoming trapped?  

Those questions define the next stage of Accounts Receivable. 

Looking Beyond Individual Countries 

Although implementation dates differ, multinational organisations face a common challenge. Each new 

mandate introduces another technical standard, another reporting requirement and another local process. 

Managing these independently may achieve compliance. 

Managing them through a consistent invoice-to-cash operating model creates something much more valuable: 

1. Greater consistency across countries  

2. Cleaner reporting  

3. Simpler governance  

4. Better operational control  

5. More predictable cash flow  

As more jurisdictions introduce mandatory e-invoicing, the organisations with the strongest underlying 

processes are likely to adapt with the least disruption. 

 

CREST View 

The individual implementation dates matter, but the broader pattern matters more. Between now and 2030, 

finance teams across Europe will already be investing considerable time and money in changing invoice 

processes. That makes this an unusually good moment to review the wider Accounts Receivable operating 

model. Compliance satisfies the regulator. A better invoice-to-cash process creates lasting commercial value.  
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Adoption Is About to Accelerate 

Digital invoicing has been discussed for years, but adoption has been uneven. 

Many organisations have invested in PDF invoices, supplier portals or OCR technology. While these 

improvements reduce paper and manual administration, they do not create the consistent, structured data that 

mandatory e-invoicing is designed to deliver. 

Globally, the transition is still in its early stages. 

Industry estimates suggest around 300 billion B2B invoices will be issued during 2026, yet only around 87 

billion are expected to be true electronic invoices. In other words, around 29% of business invoices currently 

meet the definition of a structured e-invoice. 

The direction of travel is clear. The pace of change, however, has until now depended largely on voluntary 

adoption. Legislation changes that. 

Regulation changes behaviour at pace! 

The clearest example is Italy. 

Before mandatory domestic B2B e-invoicing was introduced, electronic invoicing had already gained traction, 

but adoption remained far from universal. 

Once legislation took effect, Italy demonstrated something important. Businesses generally adopt new 

technology gradually when participation is optional. Once governments establish clear deadlines and 

consistent standards, adoption moves quickly. Finance leaders should expect a similar pattern elsewhere as 

mandates are introduced across Europe. 

 

Source: European Commission, E-Invoicing and Late Payments Thematic Report, based on Eurostat data. 

The Real Story Is Standardisation 

Most discussions about e-invoicing focus on speed. In reality, consistency may prove even more valuable. 

When every invoice follows recognised standards, organisations benefit from: 

• Fewer validation errors.  
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• More consistent customer data.  

• Simpler integration between systems.  

• Better auditability.  

• Earlier identification of exceptions.  

• Greater confidence in reporting.  

For multinational organisations, these benefits become increasingly important as invoice volumes grow 

across countries, business units and ERP platforms. Standardisation makes finance operations easier to 

manage. 

Why This Matters for Accounts Receivable 

The impact on Accounts Receivable is often overlooked. Cleaner invoice data creates a more reliable 

foundation for the activities that follow invoice issuance. 

The late-payment problem is material: the EU Payment Observatory reports that more than half of companies 

reported difficulties in 2024, with supplier-reported B2B and G2B payment periods exceeding 60 days. 

It becomes easier to: 

• identify invoices delayed by missing purchase orders  

• group disputes by underlying cause  

• monitor payment behaviour across customer groups  

• compare collection performance between countries  

• understand where operational delays are occurring  

• prioritise collection effort more consistently  

 

Figure: CREST turns structured invoice data into operational cash control. 

The invoice itself has not changed. The quality and consistency of the information surrounding it has. That 

difference becomes increasingly valuable as businesses seek greater control over working capital. 

Looking Ahead 

The statistics suggest that structured e-invoicing is still some distance from becoming universal. The legislation 

suggests that will change quickly. For finance leaders, waiting until mandates become urgent is unlikely to be 

the most effective approach. 
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Organisations that prepare early will have more time to improve data quality, simplify processes and train 

finance teams before compliance becomes a deadline rather than a project. 

 

 

CREST View 

Italy has shown what happens when voluntary adoption becomes mandatory. The debate moves from whether 

organisations will adopt structured e-invoicing to how quickly they can implement it successfully. Finance 

leaders should view this as more than a regulatory timetable. It is an opportunity to improve the quality of 

financial data that underpins collections, dispute management and working capital reporting. The organisations 

that benefit most are unlikely to be those that simply issue compliant invoices—they will be those that use better 

data to run better Accounts Receivable operations. 

Turning Better Invoice Data into Better Cash Management 

By the time an organisation has implemented mandatory e-invoicing, it will almost certainly have invested 

considerable time and money in finance transformation. 
Invoice formats will have changed, ERP integrations will have been reviewed, customer master data will have 

been cleansed and tax processes will have been updated. For many organisations, this will be one of the 

largest finance programmes undertaken for years. The obvious measure of success is compliance. The more 

important question is what happens afterwards. 

Better Data Does Not Automatically Improve Cash 

A structured invoice creates better information. 

The UK consultation response cites research linking e-invoicing adoption with a 20% reduction in late 

payments. That is useful context, but it is not a guarantee; the commercial return still depends on disciplined 

AR execution. 

Better invoice data does not collect payment by itself. Customers will still raise disputes, purchase orders will 

still be missing, invoices will still need clarification, promises to pay will still be broken and accounts will still 

need escalating. These are operational issues rather than technical ones. Better data makes them easier to 

see; a better Accounts Receivable process determines how quickly they are resolved. 

The Next Stage of AR 

Historically, many finance teams have managed Accounts Receivable through a combination of ERP screens, 

spreadsheets, email and local knowledge. 

That approach can work. 

It also becomes increasingly difficult to manage as organisations expand across countries, legal entities and 

shared service centres. 

As invoice data becomes more consistent, the opportunity shifts from improving invoicing to improving day-to-

day operations. 
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Finance leaders still need to understand which disputes are delaying the greatest amount of cash, which 

customers represent the highest commercial risk, where promises to pay are being missed and which 

operational issues are creating avoidable delay. 

Those questions require more than invoice data. 

They require a well-managed Accounts Receivable operation. 

A Better Operating Model 

The strongest AR functions are rarely distinguished by sending invoices faster. They distinguish themselves 

through having organized repeatable processes with sensible automation where it makes sense.  

That means clear ownership, consistent collections processes, meaningful management information, timely 

escalation and shared priorities. Good finance teams create visibility, excellent finance teams create and 

leverage accountability.  

Where CREST Fits 

Every organisation needs an ERP and most will also implement structured e-invoicing. However, neither was 

designed to manage every stage of the collections process. 

Specialist Accounts Receivable platforms sit alongside those investments, providing finance teams with a 

clearer view of customer activity, disputes, priorities and collection performance. 

The objective is not to replace core finance systems. It is to help finance teams make better operational 

decisions once the invoice has been issued while dramatically increasing efficiency and reducing DSO. 

E-invoicing changes how invoice information moves. 

Accounts Receivable platforms help finance teams decide what to do with that information. 

 

CREST View 

E-invoicing will make invoice data cleaner and easier to move. CREST helps finance teams do something useful 

with it: resolve disputes earlier, focus collectors on the right accounts, reduce manual chasing and improve cash 

control after the invoice has been issued. Get in touch to learn more.   


