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Introduction

As the reverberations of the coronavirus pandemic 

continue to be felt around the world, companies 

continue to adjust to a new reality. 

We wake up each day with a much larger remote and 

distributed workforce, with meetings either “right-sized” 

or conducted online, and typical office hours changing 

to match the new needs of businesses and employees 

alike. 

A shaken-up work culture, with different expectations, is 

just the beginning. Many businesses have been forced 

to give more thought to how they accomplish many 

other essential business tasks, including how to collect 

and disburse payments when few if any people are 

physically in the office. 

And most of this reassessment is well worth the 

effort: a long, hard look at how existing methods can 

be improved to increase agility in business was long 

overdue.



What do we mean  
by agility in business?

Although the term has many aspects, let’s focus on the 

key efficiencies that agile companies seek to uncover: 

shortening business processes to save expenses, 

reducing costs and effort, improving productivity and 

saving time, and freeing up bandwidth to act faster when 

new opportunities arise. 

Agile means working hard to avoid getting bogged down 

by useless procedures, so that you’re always ready to seize 

new opportunities when they arise. 

A 2015 McKinsey study 1 examined the business practices 

that most separated agile organisations from those that 

were slower and more bureaucratic. They included: 

 — Role clarity

 — Top-down innovation

 — Capturing external ideas

 — Process-based capabilities

 — Operational discipline

 — Internally competitive traits

 — Meaningful values

 — Knowledge sharing

 — Inspirational leaders

 — People-performance reviews

The two traits bolded above, role clarity and operational 

discipline, were particularly important. According to 

McKinsey, they offered:

“Powerful evidence that part of what makes agile 

companies special is their ability to balance fast action and 

rapid change, on the one hand, with organisational clarity, 

stability, and structure, on the other”

In the case of financial technology, automating payments 

and associated processes will keep employees’ roles more 

tightly defined, so that they are maximizing the value they 

provide. Employees do this when they are able to do what 

their talents make them most suited for. 

Enacting operational discipline over payments means 

looking at the outputs in a company and lowering overhead 

to boost margins. It means making sure that every 

transaction is done efficiently and cost-effectively, so that 

it requires a minimal amount of follow-up and double-

checking. A payment system should just work, without any 

uncertainty, and definitely not any hand-holding.

An agile payments process also means improving 

customer experience, leading to a higher lifetime customer 

value. And most of all, it means an increased ability to 

move swiftly in the face of opportunity, because you have 

resources ready to do so. 

As organisations continue to work to survive and stand 

apart in these often painful times, those that can keep a 

laserlike focus on efficiencies, innovation, and other agile 

traits will continue to hold a real, sustainable advantage 

over the competition.

1.  “Why Agility Pays”, McKinsey, 2015



Of course, every company would like to implement 

continuous improvements to achieve those things. 

But such processes can be hard to get right. Some 

companies may not have clarity of purpose, or they may 

be tied up in old ways of thinking. 

Other obstacles might be self-imposed: either limited 

skills, staff, or resources, or apps and tools that have 

been allowed to linger long past their sell-by dates. 

Other companies may try to dive in too quickly, without 

thinking about how to measure success and return on 

investment. 

It may also seem that these turbulent times don’t provide 

the right business environment for changing things. But 

many companies are actually well placed to test new 

methods and put agile methods in play — to see what 

works, what doesn’t, and what needs to be tweaked.

Testing core aspects of your business very much 

includes digital payments, which for some industries 

have not yet had a fraction of the impact they soon will 

have.

Some industries have 
yet to feel the impact 
of digital payments

What’s holding us  
back from achieving 
business agility?



How quickly are digital 
payments growing?

Statista2 projects that the total transaction value of 

digital payments will exceed US$4,406 billion this year 

and will nearly double to $8,267 billion by 2024. That’s a 

compound average growth rate (CAGR) of 17.0%. 

Of course, some businesses owe their very existence 

to fast, accurate digital payments being sent through 

an ever-growing number of payment rails. But there’s a 

danger here, too. 

Some B2Bs, fintechs, proptechs, and cryptocurrency 

and financial exchanges may be tempted to just think 

of payments methods as a cost center, but perfecting 

payments can be a key differentiator in gaining business 

process efficiencies: they can have a direct effect on 

customer engagement and lifetime value.

2. Digital Payments: Worldwide, Statista
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A responsive, accurate, and reliable payments system 

helps companies stand apart by making them more 

efficient and customer-focused than the competition. 

So let’s take a step back to see what different types of 

buyers and other payers, and sellers and other other 

payees need — and how payment workflows can help 

them achieve it. 

 Buyers and other payers

In the simplest setup, buyers use a payment platform to 

obtain a good or service from a single seller. They want a 

smooth, predictable purchasing experience — the fewer 

clicks the better. A platform should be able to remember 

details from a previous order, so that addresses and 

other basic information will carry over, saving time and 

reducing errors. 

Buyers, as well as anyone else sending payments, want 

to be able to use the payment method of their choice. 

A platform should support the most popular options, 

based on a buyer’s location and industry. 

Customers also need to know that a payment will be 

secure and that it’s trackable and won’t go astray. Has 

it reached the payee? Was it a successful transaction? 

Tracking is especially important for first-time users or 

when sending payments internationally, because these 

transactions involve a greater amount of uncertainty.

 Sellers and other payees

Payees and any other entity that receives money also 

share concerns about being able to trace a payment 

along its route and being able to handle payments in 

a way that works for them.The more quickly and easily 

that payments arrive, the better. With any luck, payees 

will have many payers and payments to keep track of, so 

it’s also important that it’s easy to reconcile everything, 

with a minimum of manual oversight needed to close the 

books. 

And the fees for any platform, which are usually the 

payees’ responsibility, need to be competitive, low, and 

easily understood.

What end-users need 
in a payment system $



Making platforms and 
marketplaces work in a 
more agile way

Of course, most payment systems need to do more than 

just account for simple purchases and money transfers 

between just two parties. Let’s look at two slightly more 

complicated but common situations, that of remitters 

and marketplaces.

 Remitters

For remitters, which connect payers and payees across 

the globe for a fee, the payment flows need to be 

extremely durable and supple: it has to account for all the 

steps involved in a typical payment. At a minimum, the 

flows need to cover these four steps: 

 — Collecting funds from the payer

 — Accounting for the remitter’s fee 

 — Reconciling the payment against accounts

 — Disbursement: allocating funds to the right payee wallet 

or bank account 

Many potential hiccups lie along the way. A payer might 

have accidentally paid twice, a complication that needs 

to be unraveled. And due to fluctuating exchange rates, 

there could be a margin loss created between when the 

payment was deducted and when the credit reaches 

the payee’s account. And slow response time and 

nonoptimal funds movement may elicit bad reviews, 

hostility, and a loss in user loyalty.

 Marketplaces

For a marketplace, a single payment from a buyer for one 

shopping cart of goods will likely need to be split up, with 

money going to the digital platform itself, delivery fees, 

payments to multiple sellers, and local taxes. 

For all this to work, the platform must perform each step 

precisely, collecting enough information at each to point 

to make it reversible: 

 — Collections from the buyer

 — Deduction of platform fees for each seller

 — Allocating delivery payments

 — Disbursement to pay each seller the right amount 

 — Reconciling the payment against accounts

 — Allocating funds to the right wallet

Things can quickly become confusing if a refund or 

backorder is involved. Any payment that’s processed 

incorrectly or slowly will likely end up costing the 

marketplace and its sellers time, money, and lost 

customer loyalty. 



By providing the crucial connections between distinct 

programs, application programming interfaces (APIs) 

allow payment systems to function. Payment flows can 

be customized for an individual business, giving users a 

friction-free experience. 

APIs also enable instant authentication, liquidity, 

notification, real-time payments, settlements, and 

the traceability of all payouts. For instance, workflows 

incorporating APIs lie behind the messages alerting 

all parties when a payment has been deducted from 

an account and when it’s been credited to another.  

“Webhooks,” also known as HTTP callbacks, are 

automated messages sent from apps after they have 

been triggered. They are what is used to create such 

notifications, and they can also help with automatic 

reconciliation. 

APIs also facilitate doing business with multiple parties, 

making it easy to accept a large payment and then pass 

on partial payouts to the sellers owed the money. Bills, 

claims, expense reports, and other paperwork can also 

be produced and sent out programmatically, regardless 

of the payment method used or the number of users 

involved. 

APIs also help speed up receipt, settlement, and 

reconciliation, which includes dealing with exceptions 

efficiently. Overpayments, duplicate payments, potential 

fraud, and chargebacks are all unfortunate facts of life, 

but a good payments system will both minimize these 

occurrences and improve their detection, as well as 

make it stress-free to fix the problems manually when 

necessary. 

How APIs help companies be more agile

All this automation can be a powerful ally. Here are just a 

few of the most tangible benefits: 

 — Save time and money by cutting down on repetitive 

tasks currently being done manually, including routine 

reconciliations. This can also help cut down on routine 

errors

 — Improved performance through automation; being able 

to move resources to where they will have the biggest 

effect.

 — Improve response time to customer issues, which 

can improve your company’s reputation and average 

customer lifetime value

 — An automated workflow supports businesses as they 

grow, helping you process more transactions at scale 

while keeping customer service high

The strength of  
responsive APIs



Should we go it alone 
or get a partner?

A modern payments system has a lot to recommend 

it when compared to legacy operations. But how can 

you make that leap while remaining agile and able to 

constantly unearth more value from your enterprise?

Like so many other once-hidebound business functions, 

many payment systems these days are handled by 

specialized external partners. Other systems, of course, 

are still handled by in-house teams. 

Here are some of the most important considerations to 

keep in mind as you weigh options.

Going in-house

 Security

To ensure that customers’ payment data is secure, 

businesses must comply with regulatory bodies in all 

the countries and regions where they have (or hope to 

soon have) customers. How will the data they collect be 

encrypted? And how will rules about storing card data 

and anti-fraud measures be enforced, documented, and 

reported? 

 Payment methods

Setting up, integrating, and maintaining various payment 

integrations can quickly suck up valuable resources. This 

makes it hard to stay agile if integration is done entirely 

in-house, especially if the number of those integrations is 

constantly on the rise. 

 Kind of transactions

Cryptocurrency exchanges and other businesses with 

high-value transactions or a high number of transactions 

have unique needs. They need to ensure that whatever 

option they use will be able to scale up quickly to 

meet their needs. At the same time, they need their 

transactions to occur essentially instantaneously, due to 

the volatility of what’s being bought and sold. 

An in-house team needs to have exactly the right skills 

and expertise for the payments tech stack. If you don’t 

have the right talent pool in place already, you may find 

the delays and the costs add up quickly. 

 Banking account access

Some businesses, including cryptocurrency exchanges, 

may find it impossible in some localities to even get 

a banking account, much less get direct access to a 

banking rails network. Such businesses will need to work 

with a sponsored institution via a banking partnership — 

they can’t go it entirely alone.



Using an external  
payments provider

As when hiring a new employee or deciding what a new 

website will do, the partner you choose to help with 

payments needs to match your needs and make it easy 

to stay agile. Platforms like Assembly mean there’s a 

clear path toward improved efficiency, productivity, and 

output.

 Security

At a minimum, make sure that candidates are PCI DSS 

compliant and that payment details are tokenized. In 

addition to protecting data, tokenization allows users to 

avoid having to re-enter card information when making 

a payment in the future, improving user experience, and 

cutting down on errors. 

 Payment methods

If real-time payments are crucial, as with powering 

cryptocurrency exchanges, working with remitters of 

all types, and many kinds of marketplaces, then look 

to partners that know how to do it right. You’ll also 

want a company that can provide multiple different 

payment options, so that all you need to do is one single 

integration. 

Also, look for flexible and customizable workflow 

capabilities — routed, split, and multiparty payments, for 

instance — so that you can put them to work whenever 

you need them. 

 Experience

Part of what you pay an external partner for is their 

experience, so focus on reliability and companies with 

relevant experience. Talk with other companies in your 

industry and others adjacent to it to see what their 

priorities and concerns are and what they wish they’d 

known before using an external partner.  



 Reliability

Look for a minimum of downtime in your payment 

provider. It should have contingency plans in place, so 

that you don’t need to provide your own backup ideas in 

case of a systemwide failure. Having to source your own 

backup provider means extra costs and wasted time. 

 Competitive price point

Examine both upfront and long-term costs carefully, so 

that you know how they will affect your budget in the 

future. It’s not enough to merely look at the cost per 

transaction, in other words: long-term costs associated 

with inefficiencies will still hit your bottom line. 

 Data offering

What data will you need to have from the supplier, both 

now and in the future? It should be easy to view fee 

collections, for instance, as well as refunds and any other 

disbursements made. 

 Easy reconciliation

How easy is it to reconcile transactions, and can you try 

the system out ahead of time, with dummy data? How 

does it deal with matching exceptions, and roughly how 

much time and money will this save you? 

Whether you choose to set up an internal department 

or use an external provider, it’s essential to make sure 

that your team is able to manage payments in an agile 

manner, so that you can focus on the other parts of 

running and growing your business.



About Assembly 
Payments 
At Assembly we manage payments, so that our 

customers can focus on running their business. Our 

APIs simplify complex payment flows, helping your 

business operate more effectively by saving you time 

and money. We also help you move and clear money 

instantly 24/7, 365 days a year so you can always service 

customers and never miss a sale.

Whether it’s accepting debit or credit cards, managing 

bill payments or transacting over fast payment rails we 

can do it all for you.

We’d love to set up a call to discuss how we can help 

you solve your payment needs. 

Visit assemblypayments.com

Get in touch

http://assemblypayments.com
https://assemblypayments.com/contact-us

