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You can liken it to a cause-and-effect scenario: As technolo-
gy continues to evolve to faster, smarter and more efficient 
capabilities (the cause), the processes touched by technol-

ogy also evolve (the effect).
This is certainly the case with electron-

ic payments, and anyone even remotely 
connected with the collection profession 
would be remiss to say that ePayments 
have not yet somehow affected his or her 
segment of the business. However, ePay-
ments also affect the debtor, who has 
seen improvements in processing time 
and online payments. Whether the pro-
cesses are good or bad for the debtor, the 
bottom line remains firmly rooted in the 

end game of continuous improvements.
“ePayments have become essential to the collection process 

because they take away the biggest stall tactic from the debtor, 

I will put the check in the mail,” says Stephanie Rifenberg, 
president of Certified Collectors Inc., in Amarillo, Texas.

Founded in 1954, Certified Collectors is a medium-size 
organization working regional accounts in and around Ama-
rillo. The agency spends 95 percent of its time in medical debt, 
with a remaining 5 percent in various business and commercial 
debt. Rifenberg says not only do ePayments remove excuses 
from the debtor; there is no waiting on the mail system itself. 
This enables collectors to actually help debtors with their 
options – something good for the debtor and the client.

“ePayment processes allow us to create a lower payment 
option because the money is automatic with virtually no fol-
low up for the collector,” she says. “The total money collected 
electronically far exceeds the amounts received by mail – and 
are increasing in volume each month.”

Data and Security are Key
There probably isn’t enough time to list all the benefits of ePay-
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ments in this article, and while most of 
them probably are obvious, there are a 
few gems, such as improved accuracy of 

the data.
“Greater auto-

mation improves 
accuracy because 
there’s less cause 
for human error,” 
says Robert Unger, 
senior director of 
Network Servic-
es for NACHA 
in Herndon, Va. 

“When you open envelopes and enter 
information, it slows down the process, 
and when you have human intervention, 
you have an increased potential for error. 
With automation, tools improve data 
accuracy while preserving the transac-
tion because there’s no intervention in 
between.”

NACHA (www.nacha.org) is well 
known to collectors as the governing 
body for the ACH network, through 
which some $30 trillion flows annually. 
The organization’s other role is to serve 
as the trade association by working with 
stakeholders (banks, providers) to fur-
ther the usage of ACH and electronic 
payments. Unger is an eight-year veteran 
who heads up the Council for Electronic 
Billing & Payment. Here, members are 
focused on improving processes in busi-
ness-to-consumer and business-to-busi-
ness electronic billing and payment.

“ePayments also enable lower process-
ing cost, accelerated funds availability 
and cash flow, but improved data accura-
cy is still the key,” he says. “With ACH, 
data and dollars flow together, an impor-
tant factor for corporate payments. With 
this flow, you have ‘straight-through pro-
cessing.’ Previously, the company got the 
payment, but did not know what the 
payment covered. The company had to 
go and find the data, which often was 
sent by paper. With ePayments, the data 
and dollars are captured in one, single 
transaction.” 

Conserving energy and protecting 
valuable resources is hot in today’s envi-

ronment; Unger says going “green” is 
another benefit of electronic processing. 

“There’s an emerging interest in pro-
moting ePayments through our organi-
zation’s marketing efforts – known as 
‘Green Payments.’ For example, market-
ing direct deposits  extends to the ‘green-
ness’ of payments.”

“ACH is good for the environment. It 
reduces the amount of paper used and 
will eventually replace the majority of 
paper checks processed by our office,” 
says Rifenberg, who draws on her expe-
rience as the immediate past president of 
the ACA of Texas, along with her posi-
tion as a member of the board of direc-
tors of the state unit for the past seven 
years.

While some industry pundits com-
ment about seniors and older Baby 
Boomers being somewhat uncomfort-
able with these technologies, Rifenberg 

believes it’s a case of mind over matter 
because the advantages far outweigh the 
drawbacks. 

“We have not experienced any hesi-
tation from debtors in using this tech-
nology, excluding some of the older 
generation; most are grateful to be able 
to handle their business quickly and ePayments, continued on page 22

efficiently,” she says. “I think that there 
is a growing demand for advanced tech-
nology and it will be expected by future 

generations. Our 
personal banker 
was the one who 
originally encour-
aged us to try 
ACH transactions. 
We will never turn 
back and will con-
tinue to embrace 
these growing tech-
nologies.”

Nevertheless, not everyone is entirely 
convinced. Patricia A. Murphy is presi-
dent of the Takoma Group (www.takom-
agroup.com), an organization providing 
editorial and marketing communication 
services related to payments and finan-
cial technologies. Through her work in 
the check-to-EFT evolution, she has 

written a number of white papers and 
special reports on Check 21 and ACH 
check conversion products, includ-
ing back-office conversion (BOC) and 
accounts receivable check conversion for 
periodicals, banks, vendors and trade 
associations.

The Tip of the Iceberg: 
ePayment Processes Allow Lower Payment Options Because the 
Money is Automatic with Virtually no Follow up for the Collector

Robert Unger Patricia A. Murphy
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“I think there are security issues that 
continue to trouble many consumers, 
bankers and corporations, and there is 
some ambiguity in disclosure and prob-
lem- remediation processes,” she says. 
“I also think there are a lot of compa-
nies that simply don’t have the time 
and resources to commit to ePayments, 
especially on the collection side. There 
are often many system and work process 
changes that can make the transition 
tedious and drawn out. Many companies 
today want to see instant results.”

Murphy isn’t convinced, either, that 
“green” is the new cornerstone; the 
advantages in the corporate environment 
are far greater.

“While I think ‘green’ in payments 
is more hyperbole that anything else, 
the tools and processes that evolved in 
banking in recent years could dramati-

cally impact company balance sheets,” 
she says. “Typically, access to deposits 
comes significantly earlier. Electronic 
processing also allows companies to cen-
tralize collection with a single bank in a 
manner similar to the credit/debit card 

system, yet without the hassle of card 
interchange.”

In March, NACHA released new rules 
allowing for the BOC of checks to elec-
tronic transactions. BOC allows mer-
chants to collect all consumer checks 
accepted during the day and convert 

them into ACH transactions in the 
“back office,” away from the checkout 
lane or point-of-sale (POS). Accord-
ing to NACHA, the need for a scan-
ner at each checkout lane is eliminated, 
along with the need for cashiers to gain 
explicit consumer authorization to con-
vert each check transaction. POS trans-
actions went from zero to 500 million 
between 2001 and 2006, and that num-
ber is expected to rise into the billions in 
2007, all with the advent of BOC.

“Because BOC is an ACH process, it 
provides several benefits to corporate 
collectors, including the ability to make 
one additional re-presentment of a check 
that was returned for NSF or similar 
reasons,” says Murphy. “By itself, how-
ever, BOC is no panacea; it needs to be 
combined with a Check 21-compliant 
electronic check presentment service. 
Some processing firms also can provide 
access to services that offer direct debit 
of a customer’s checking account, some-
thing akin to a debit card.

Murphy says the biggest downside to 
BOC is that ACH items clear the next 
day, at a minimum. With Check 21, 
check presentment and settlement can 
conceivably be a same-day event. A check 
cleared this way must be able to transi-
tion back into a paper doc – known as 
a substitute check – if the paying bank 
cannot accept electronically presented 
checks. She says all that’s needed to com-
ply is a tabletop, dual-sided check scan-
ner that costs as little as $300.

“Experts believe substitute checks will 
wane as more banks adopt electron-
ic check presentment and processing,” 
she says. “Research conducted by the 
Check ACH Coalition, with representa-
tives from banks and trade associations, 
suggest 75 percent of U.S. financial 
institutions expect to send and receive 
electronic check files by 2009. Only 7 
percent responded they had no such 
plans. According to the Federal Reserve, 
75 percent of checks presented to local 

POS Transactions went from Zero to 500 Million Between 
2001 and 2006, that Number is Expected to Rise Into the 
Billions in 2007 with the Advent of Back Office Conversion
ePayments, continued from page 21

Reach greater profits with
debt collection software that works!

800.286.3536
www.TotalitySoftware.com

Totality is 100% guaranteed to:
 improve your cash flow
 increase your business
 reduce your overhead

For less than $1 per account:
Track account details
Automatically calculate financials
Improve reporting and communications

Reader Service Card. No. 49
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“Check ACH Coalition, with rep-
resentatives from banks and 

trade associations, suggest 75 
percent of U.S. financial institu-
tions expect to send and receive 
electronic check files by 2009.”
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because reputation is your bottom line…
Turn to EIS, industry leaders in conscientious, effective probate recovery

With proprietary technologies, highly-qualified staff and probate-

specific scoring, modeling and account management, EIS has earned 

a reputation as the industry leader in dramatically increasing probate

recovery. More importantly, we understand the impact that probate

collections can have on your real bottom line: your company’s reputation.
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For every 38,000 bills paid paperless:
• 1 Ton of Paper is saved
• 2 Tons of Trees are preserved
• 16,450 Gallons of Water is saved
• 1,941 Pounds of Solid Waste is 

avoided
• 60 Pounds of Air Emissions are 

eliminated
• 5,058 lbs of Greenhouse Gasses are 

avoided
Source: Pacific Gas & Electric Company

According to Javelin Strategy & 
Research, if all U.S. households paid 
their bills electronically, it would:
• Save 18.5 million trees each year 

or the amount of lumber need-
ed for 216,054 typical single-family 
homes.

• Save more than 15.8 billion gallons 

of wastewater a year, more than that generated by the 
city of Fresno, Calif.

• Save more than 29 trillion BTUs, more than enough 
energy to provide residential power to 
the city of Jacksonville, Florida, for one 
year.
• Reduce toxic air pollutants by 2.2 
billion tons of CO2 equivalents, akin to 
having 390,326 fewer cars.
• Reduce by 1.7 billion pounds 
the solid waste generated in a year, 
equal to the raw tonnage generated by 
Detroit in a year’s time.
• Save landfill space and curb the 
amount of toxic chemicals released into 
the atmosphere as paper decomposes. 
A contributor to global warming, meth-
ane gas has 21 times the heat-trapping 
power of carbon monoxide.
Source: Javelin Strategy and Research

ePayment Factoids
ACH is Good for the Environment, it Reduces the Amount of Paper Used 
and will Eventually Replace the Majority of Paper Checks Processed
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Fed banks for collection will be electron-
ic by the end of 2008, while 65 percent of 
checks presented by local Fed banks to 
pay banks will be electronic files.”

Mobile Payments:
The Next Big Thing?
According to a recent article in Forbes, 
Visa and Wells Fargo already are using 
mobile devices to help debtors make elec-
tronic payments: “Going mobile is a high 
priority for Visa and banks such as Wells 
Fargo that issue its cards because increas-
ingly sophisticated wireless phones are 
opening up new opportunities to increase 
the frequency of revenue-generating elec-
tronic payments.”

With wireless capabilities becoming 
much stronger over the last several years, 
accessing the Internet and connecting 
wirelessly is becoming something of the 
norm – technology spurring mobile pay-
ments, or mPayments.

Murphy is a contributing writer to 
The Green Sheet (www.greensheet.com), 
an industry website/newsletter offering 
detailed editorial on financial services. 
In one of her recent articles, PayPal: 21st 
Century Cash, she cites a 2006 Visa sur-
vey of 800 American consumers. In the 
survey, 77 percent said they would find 
it difficult getting through a day without 

their mobile phones. Consumers age 18 
to 34 were four times as likely to carry 
mobile phones as cash while more than 
half of those between the ages of 18 and 
44 worry about not carrying enough 
change to make small purchases.

“With mobile payments, I believe we 
are about to witness one of the fastest 

migrations to a new method of pay-
ment,” says Murphy. “I refer you to 
a quote from Carole Reelini, CEO of 
Obopay a mobile payments start-up: 
‘What iPod did for music, the mobile 
phone will do for money.’”

In late July, Citi announced it will 
begin piloting a new mobile peer-to-peer 
payment service with Obopay that will 
initially be offered to select new and 
existing Citi customers as part of a lim-
ited consumer trial in Boston and Chi-
cago. Trial participants will be able to 
check balances, view payment histories 
and add funds to their mobile payment 
account. Funds received via the mobile 
payment service also can be accessed 
with a prepaid debit card to be provided 
with the service.

“Even though this area is exploding 
in terms of volume and usage, many are 
concerned about privacy and security,” 
he says. “However, for those who have 
bank accounts and money in their check-

ePayments, continued from page 22

With Mobile Payments, We are About to Witness One of 
the Fastest Migrations to a New Method of Payment

“What iPod did for music, 
the mobile phone will 

do for money.”
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ing account, and even those who don’t use credit cards, con-
sumers now trust online spending at sites such as Amazon.”

Unger believes the heart of the matter lies in training and 
education. In addition to a number of publications on its 
site, NACHA recently published the Biller’s Guide to Using 
ACH applications for Consumer & Corporate Receivables. 
The organization also offers teleseminars, regional conferenc-
es/seminars and its largest conference, Payments 2008, next 
spring in Las Vegas. 

Scott H. Cytron, ABC, is executive editor of Collection Advisor 
magazine. Contact him at scytron@collectionadvisor.com. 

Not much, but Collection Advisor couldn’t pass 
up the opportunity to help Stephanie Rifenberg 
and her husband Jimmy celebrate their 25th 
anniversary when they recently went on an 
Alaskan cruise. 

What does Alaska have to do 
with epayments?

RapidCollect delivers
you rapid results... 
in collections.

Your customers are important to us. That’s why
RapidCollect offers customer-friendly customized
collection letter designs along with the superior
technology needed to get your letters out with a
24-hour-in-the-mail guarantee.

We offer quality printing, address hygiene, mailing
and archiving services... and webtrak™ so you 
can conveniently track your account and job in 
real-time from any web browser. 

Discover better customer service and better 
collection results... call us at 800-394-0328 or 
visit www.pcigroup.com.
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