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Executive Summary 
Payment volumes are without question increasing worldwide. In the Americas, around 50 percent  
of market participants process more than 1 million payments a day, the survey shows. Volumes in 
Europe and Asia are lower, as only 14 percent of the European firms surveyed exceed the million mark. 
Nonetheless, the overall global trend shows significant volumes in each region. 

As global trade accelerates, banks and other payment service  
providers are leveraging new technologies to expand and work  
more efficiently. Business priorities are becoming more customer-
focused, as companies seek to differentiate themselves by offering 
faster, more user-friendly and more trusted payments services.

Financial institutions and payment service providers understand that a 
sharper customer focus can help shape innovation and support growth. 
This report shows that providers are streamlining processes to create a 
more trusted and transparent payments experience. At the same time, 
they are making concerted efforts to nurture customer relationships.
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Not surprisingly, one in ten Americas firms say they have “major growth plans” for the year ahead. In the 
fast-growing “rest of the world” (excluding-Europe/Americas) the figure is nearer one in six. Tellingly, 
firms in the rest of the world already serve more geographies than their American and European peers, 
and process a higher proportion of cross-border transactions—evidence that many are already realising 
their regional and global ambitions.
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This report reviews three trends that are shaping the priorities of payments providers:

Rising competition, new technologies and increasingly global payment flows combine to present  
a set of challenges and opportunities for financial institutions and payment service providers.  
Continued growth requires a focus on providing more value. Firms leveraging advancements in 
technology will be able to innovate more quickly in order to serve their customers more effectively.

Increased automation in the 
validation of bank and payment 
information, especially during 
on-boarding. Some 91 percent of 
firms say they offer validation for 
SWIFT/BICS or national clearing 
codes, amid increasing automation.

High cost of  
failed payments. 
Banks and processors’ 
willingness to levy fees 
reflects high levels of 
investment and a focus 
on efficiency.

Prioritisation of reputation 
and relationships. Payments 
providers are leveraging process 
improvements and technical 
advancements to enhance 
the customer experience 
throughout their operations.

<15

Unsure

50–100

We are domestic only

16–49

100+

How many geographic markets  
does your organisation serve? 

55%

18%

9%

18%

24%

26%

13%

13%
9%

15%

12%

35%

15%
4%

19%

15%

Americas Europe RoW

100%

80%

60%

40%

20%

0%

What are your organisation’s plans  
for expanding into new geographies?

We have no immediate plans and we do not 
intend to expand into any new geographies

We have mild growth plans and intend  
to expand into a few further geographies
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to expand into many new geographies
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1. The cost of failed payments
Payment failures can have multiple causes, from human error to software failure and full-blown  
network crashes. Whatever the origin, failures cause inconvenience to customers, higher rates  
of churn and significant costs. 

Given the sharp rise in cross-border payment activity, it would not be surprising if failure rates  
were very high. That they are not is most likely the result of advances in technology that enable  
greater accuracy and efficiency.

The best-performing geography in terms of 
failures is the Americas, where 67 percent of 
respondents say that less than 1 percent of 
payments are inaccurate, causing the payment to 
be rejected or repaired. The remaining 33 percent 
report a failure rate of 1-5 percent, with none 
of those surveyed falling below that standard. 
In Europe, just over half (54 percent) of firms 
achieved less than 1 percent, whilst 36 percent are 
in the 1-5 percent bracket. A small number say 
that their failure rate is less than 25 percent. The 
“rest of the world” (RoW) sees a slightly higher 
44 percent of firms posting a failure rate of 1-5 
percent and the same proportion recording a rate 
of less than 1 percent. However, given the growth 
in the RoW markets, this is not surprising.

The most common point of failure is perhaps the most predictable and intractable; namely errors 
in the beneficiary’s name and address details. Some 64 percent of firms cite this as a cause of failure 
“sometimes” and 21 percent say it is “often” the cause. Another common reason is in specifying clearing 
bank details (SSIs and intermediaries), with 65% saying that this can be a cause of failure. Notably, 
IBANs are still causing problems, despite many countries having now adopted the standard for several 
years.  Half of respondents noted that incorrect IBAN data is “sometimes” the cause of failures. One 
reason may be the expansion of IBAN use, with more countries adopting the standard every year, and 
some naturally needing time to adapt. SWIFT/BICs or national clearing codes are also significant causes 
of failure, with 47 percent of firms citing these as a cause “sometimes”.

Percentage of payments that are rejected or 
repaired by a beneficiary or correspondent bank.
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While failure rates are in line with expectations, a significant 
trend is a rise in reporting of fees for failed payments. More 
than a third of firms globally report an average fee of more 
than $30, with 4 percent reporting more than $50. The 
largest proportion (20 percent) say they are required to pay 
$40-50 USD per failure. “Certainly, given the costs they are 
facing, banks are inclined to be more diligent when assessing 
fees than they were a few years ago,” says Sarkis Akmakjian, 
Senior Director in Product Management at Accuity.

Breaking down the cost of failure by geography, the Americas 
and RoW regions are notably aligned, with around  
40 percent of respondents reporting fees in excess of $30.  
The Americas have a slightly higher proportion in the  
$30-40 bracket, whilst the RoW has slightly more in the  
$40-50 group. A few RoW firms report paying more than $50, compared with none in the  
Americas. The outlier is Europe, where less than 30 percent of firms report paying these higher fees.  
The highest proportion in Europe (around 25 percent) cite the $10-20 level as being the average charge.  
In addition, more firms in Europe than in the Americas and RoW pay fees in the $20-30 range. 

“Certainly, given the costs 
they are facing, banks 
are inclined to be more 
diligent when assessing 
fees than they were a few 
years ago,” says Sarkis 
Akmakjian, Senior 
Director in Product 
Management at Accuity. 

Average fee incurred when a payment is either rejected or repaired by a beneficiary or correspondent bank.
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2. Automating validation  
of banking and routing information
As cross-border commerce grows, payments providers and banks 
are investing in systems and applications to further streamline 
operational processes. One area to have seen significant 
enhancement over the recent period is real-time, automated  
data validation, especially at the point of payment on-boarding. 
This is often done through web-based payments portals  
developed for easier payments set-up.

Validation on behalf of customers is primarily focused on  
account and bank details. Some 91 percent of firms say they  
offer validation for SWIFT/BICS or national clearing codes, whilst  
86 percent and 84 percent say they offer it for clearing bank details 
and IBANs respectively. Still, many payments providers (between 
40 and 70 percent) also offer validation for beneficiary names  
and address details, non-IBAN numbers or clearing system details. 
According to Akmakjian, “In the digital, real-time economy,  
it is no surprise that customers are expecting payment providers  
to process transactions quickly, safely and without a hitch.”

Does your organisation validate these data elements on behalf of your customer prior to remittance? 

Yes No Unsure
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“In the digital, real-
time economy, it 
is no surprise that 
customers are 
expecting payment 
providers to process 
transactions quickly, 
safely and without  
a hitch.”
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The rise of pre-remittance validation is an encouraging trend that evidences increasing levels  
of innovation and automation of the payments process. It helps banks take advantage of newer 
technologies, reducing friction in workflows and ensuring there is less chance of a bottleneck  
further down the line. This increased efficiency has a direct bearing on costs. Equally important,  
it establishes a faster experience for end-users who are required to provide less information  
to send a payment. Validation in real time also helps build customer trust.

The focus on validation is a response to changing customer 
expectations, and the rising pressure on banks and payment service 
providers to ensure payments are made without a hitch. A third 
of respondents say that their customers believe they have a “high 
obligation” to check or validate payments before sending, and  
that the bank or payment service provider should bear the cost  
of failure. More robust customer expectations are likely a reflection 
of increased competition, and are another reason for making 
payments processing more customer centric. 

Some 44 percent of firms in the survey concur, saying they also 
believe they have a high level of obligation to validate payments 
data for their customers. Very few respondents (13 percent) believed 
that their customers felt that a payments service provider had no 
obligation to validate payments data before remittance. Amid 
increasing competition, it is no surprise for incumbents to heed  
these perceived demands and respond appropriately.

High obligation
It is my organisation's responsibility to check or validate all payment instructions that our customers provide before  
accepting or sending a payment, and as a result my organisation bears all costs associated with inaccurate payments

Low obligation
It is the customer’s primary responsibility, but my organisation checks or validates by way of a value-add service in 

order to minimise direct and indirect costs that the bank or the customer can incur as a result of inaccurate payments

No obligation
It is the customer’s sole responsibility to provide accurate payment information,  

and we charge back all direct fees to customers associated with inaccurate payments

Who has the responsibility to validate bank and payments data?

Which of the following statements do 
you think best represents your customer’s 

perception towards your organisation’s duty 
of care to check or validate their payment 

instructions prior to accepting or sending them?

Which of the following statements best 
represents your organisation’s current stance 
towards a duty of care to check or validate 
your customer’s payment instructions prior 
to accepting or sending them?

44%37%

50%50%

6%13%

1 in 3
respondents claim 
that payments 
customers believe 
that their provider 
has a duty to 
validate payments 
before sending, and 
another 50 percent 
see it as a value add.



Methods of validation still vary across the industry. When it comes to IBANs and SWIFT/BICs  
(or other national clearing codes) the most common form of validation is automation of front-end 
customer channels, such as internet or mobile banking. Some 50-60 percent of firms cite this as their 
key method, again reflecting a focus on the customer-facing components of the process. Clearing bank 
details, meanwhile are more likely to be validated manually (39 percent of respondents cite this as their 
primary method) or automated via bank end systems (29 percent). 

There are also relatively high levels of front-end automation for other data elements. This is a positive 
trend, which shows that incumbents understand the correlation between automation, efficiency  
(lower failure rates) and competitive advantage. However, manual processes still play a role, particularly 
in the checking of clearing bank details and non-IBAN numbers, cited as the primary validation  
method by 39 percent and 38 percent of institutions, respectively.

How does your organisation validate these data elements on behalf of your customer prior to remittance?
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Automatically via system in Front 
End Customer Channels (internet 
banking / mobile banking prior 
to accepting the instruction

Automatically via 
system in Back End 
after accepting  
the instruction

Manually by staff in  
the Back End Customer 
Channels after accepting 
the instruction

Unsure
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Aligning 
front, 

middle 
and back 

office 
activities

59%

9%

28%

3%

Reducing 
cost, 

time and 
effort

94%

6%

Minimising 
the risk and 

exposure 
of failed 

payments
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Processing 
payments 

more 
quickly

82%

6%
13%

Protecting 
organisational 

reputation 
and existing 

customer 
relationships

94%

6%

Avoiding 
regulatory 

fines & 
enforcements
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6%
3%

6%

Complying 
with new 
payments 

standards or 
regulations 

such as PSD2

81%

6%
9%

3%

Automating 
data and 
workflow 

processes to 
save time

75%

6%
16%

3%

3. 2018 priorities: protecting relationships and reputation
Payment service providers are fighting two key pressures—the need to innovate to make the process 
easier for customers and the requirement to cut costs and protect margins. Market participants are 
responding by investing in automation and focusing on reducing failure rates. 

The customer centric model also requires market participants 
to guarantee they maintain an efficient global offering and 
guarantee the lowest possible failure rates in fast-growing 
markets. This naturally creates an increased risk of mistakes, 
making payments accuracy a more valuable asset than when 
flows were dominated by payments between fewer markets. 
“With more payments in developing markets, outcomes are 
less certain,” says Akmakjian. “This is the result of people 
dealing with banks and clearing systems that are less familiar.”

There are also other dynamics at play, including the desire  
to be seen to be doing the right thing. Banks understand  
that reputation and trust are key elements of maintaining 
their market position and nurturing relationships.  
The importance of this factor is reflected in nearly  
all (94 percent) respondents citing reputation and  
relationships as a high priority in the current year.

Of course, banks and payment service providers are also faced with ongoing market, regulatory and 
technology pressures, all of which will have a bearing on their competitiveness. Their priorities reflect 
those concerns. Some 94 percent of firms have made reducing the time, cost and effort for processing 
payments a high priority, whilst 87 percent are focused on minimising the risk and exposure of failed 
payments. Ensuring compliance with regulations such as Payments Service Directive 2, was cited by  
85 percent as a high priority, and some 82 percent are increasing efforts to send payments more quickly.

“With more payments 
in developing markets, 
outcomes are less 
certain. This is  
the result of people  
dealing with banks  
and clearing systems  
that are less familiar.” 

Not a priorityLesser priorityHigh priority Unsure

Top 2018 priorities for payments processing
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Banks and payment service providers also face challenges. These reflect the expanding marketplace, 
changes in customer expectations and the need to become more efficient and accurate. The issue cited 
most by firms as somewhat or very challenging is reducing the cost of gathering and maintaining 
accurate information on counterparties. This probably reflects the fast growth of developing markets  
and the increase in the diversity of payment flows. An almost equal number of firms say that reducing 
time spent on manual processes is very or somewhat challenging. Not far behind are challenges with 
respect to complying with local regulations (again a likely result of market growth) and to balancing 
payment routing accuracy with speed of payment. 

Not challenging at all Not very challenging Somewhat challenging Very challenging Unsure

Conclusion
In an expanding global economy, the role of cross-border payments systems is more important than 
ever. The combination of the growing market, new technologies and evolving customer expectations 
presents both risks and opportunities. Companies are responding with efforts to offer customers a more 
streamlined and efficient payments process, whilst at the same time protecting margins and taking a 
more robust approach to fees. Amid rising competition, those that deliver on service and forge closer 
bonds with their customers are likely to emerge ahead of the pack.

How challenging are the following aspects of the payments process?

Balancing payment 
routing accuracy with 

speed of payment 3% 22% 31% 41% 3%

Reducing time 
spent on manual or 
repetitive data and 

processing tasks 19% 38% 44%

Changing regulatory 
requirements 6% 13% 31% 47% 3%

Complexity of 
local interpretation 

regulations 9% 13% 31% 44% 3%

Getting banks to 
respond to requests for 
settlement instructions 6% 25% 31% 34% 3%

Reducing costs of 
gathering and maintaining 

accurate information on 
counterparties 9% 41% 44% 3%3%
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2018 participant profile
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Department Function:

49%
Small–Medium Financial Institution  

or Payments Service Provider

51%
Large Financial Institution or Payments 

Service Provider ($10bn + assets)

To what geographical regions does your  
organisation send payments? 

67% 20% 13%Americas

13% 71% 16%Europe

28% 26% 46%RoW

Demographics
The 2018 payment provider survey questioned over 100 senior managers from global financial institutions 
and payments service providers in order to understand the issues affecting speed, accuracy and customer 
experience in payment processing. Each region of the world was represented, and there was an even split 
between those who work at larger (assets of $100bn+) and medium/smaller organisations. In total, 24 percent 
came from businesses that serve their domestic market only, whilst 21 percent operate in 50+ markets. 
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17%

Other
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About Accuity
Accuity offers a suite of innovative solutions for payments and compliance professionals, from comprehensive data and software that manage risk and compliance, 
to flexible tools that optimise payments pathways. With deep expertise and industry-leading data-enabled solutions from the Fircosoft, Bankers Almanac and NRS 
brands, our portfolio delivers protection for individual and organisational reputations.

Part of RELX Group, a world-leading provider of information and analytics for professional and business customers across industries, Accuity has been delivering 
solutions to banks and businesses worldwide for 180 years.

accuity.com

Boston, Chennai, Chicago, Dubai, Frankfurt, Hong Kong,  
London, Miami, Mumbai, New York, Paris, Pretoria, San Diego, 
São Paulo, Shanghai, Singapore, Sydney, Tokyo, Zurich


