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IN BOTH DOMESTIC AND INTERNATIONAL 
LAW FIRMS, THE INTERNATIONAL PAYMENT 
PROCESS IS NEGLECTED BECAUSE OF THE 
LACK OF URGENCY – BUT SHOULDN’T.

BY ANTHONY F. LOIACONO

In 2005, author Thomas Friedman wrote a bestselling non-fiction 

book called The World is Flat. In it, he talks about how technology 

and outsourcing have enabled countries once left out of the 

competitive business mix to work with more aggressive countries, 

like the United States, on a level playing field. On a broad scale the 

international payment world is much this way. 
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 In both domestic and international law firms, 
oftentimes the international payment process 
is neglected because of the lack of urgency. 
Finding a foreign exchange provider is low on 
the priority list as fees seem nominal and firms 
tend to take the “if it’s not broke, don’t fix it” 
approach. Is relying on existing bank relationships, 
with mandatory depository requirements, or via a 
secondary foreign exchange provider to manage 
international accounts payable and receivables 
works, the best and most cost effective way? With 
technology and built-in integration with financial 
management systems the international payment 
world has, in a sense, become “flat,” saving firms 
time and cost. 

WHAT IS FOREIGN EXCHANGE?
The oldest, largest and most liquid financial 
market in the world, the Foreign Exchange 
market’s (FX) sole purpose is to facilitate the 
exchange of currencies between organizations. 
Approximately 164 global currencies are traded 
worldwide 24 hours per day, six days per week. 
In this fluctuating environment where exchange 
rates change every 4.8 seconds on average, there 
are really no major market movers and speculators 
must use caution. It is based solely on supply and 
demand, economic and geo-political conditions. 

HOW DOES FX WORK 
IN A LAW FIRM ENVIRONMENT?
Due to the flattening of the proverbial playing 
field, thanks to technology and other dynamic 
factors, over the past decade more firms already 
are or are moving towards conducting business 

internationally. Although this is a great thing as 
it increases revenue and makes the firm more 
valuable globally, it certainly can tax internal 
resources that most likely already have too many 
projects and too little time. Add the fact that most 
accounts payable and billing employees are not 
international banking experts and law firms run on 
granular information which must be entered and 
re-entered, the process can be tedious to say the 
least.  In April 2010 APQC, a resource for business 
benchmarking, in conjunction with International 
Accounts Payable Professionals and PRGX, 
conducted a survey on links between business 
performance, accounts payable practices and 
organizational demographics. The study confirmed 
that top performers automate central processes by 
“using multiple methods to process invoices,” and 
these organizations perform more efficiently. 
 In a typical law firm the international payment 
process can be somewhat tedious and disparate 
with a high level of work, time and costs. The 
workflow looks something like the Figure 1.

WORKFLOW USING AN INTEGRATED 
SERVICE PROVIDER – TIME SAVINGS
So far we’ve established that using a dedicated 
and integrated international payment service 
provider saves time and money – but how? To 
start, most banks offer international payment 
processing services. In order to utilize these 
services a firm most often needs to enter into a 
contractual agreement and/or meet a depository 
requirement standard. The benefit of working 
directly with a bank is security – bottom line — 
but often the security comes with a price. Firms 
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are still left with the job of manually processing 
information, keeping up with minimum balances 
and making sure the financials get entered into 
the time and billing software system. The best of 
all worlds is to work with a bank and gain the 
federally regulated levels of security while routing 
data within a fully integrated system; a system that 
aids in processing each invoice while delivering 
data to the existing financial management system 
– avoiding duplicate entry and saving time.
 The key is to integrate the full process into one 
step. For example, invoice or online processing; 
avoiding multiple entries while submitting invoices 
in multiple formats, e.g. e-mail, secure FTP, online 
and mail. Instead of accounts payable staff having 
to sort manually through each invoice entry, a 
dedicated service provider sorts, processes and 
stores the invoice while extracting multiple data 
fields as needed. In addition, duplicate payments 
are checked during processing and data is 
validated, eliminating error and unnecessary  
tax on resources. 
 Reporting also plays a part in this. Frequently 
a firm must scramble to get financial reports 
together, adding another area to report is yet 
another burden on accounts payable. Most 
dedicated international payment vendors include 
reporting as an added feature and some include 
it as part of the deal. With the click of a button 
reports can be available online or sent directly to 
the recipient in Excel format, included in month 
end reporting or integrated into the time and 
billing software system. 

EFFECT ON CASH FLOW
As aforementioned, utilizing an international 
payment processing service will save time and 
money and free up accounts payable to work 
on other areas of business. However, simplicity 
is greatness and when the cost recovery process 
is simplified the average time per payment is 
shortened, opening the door for increased cash 
flow. In the world of international payment, 
exchange rates are volatile. Utilizing a secure 
international payment provider gives firms the 
opportunity to lock-in a rate in advance of 
payment. For example, if a U.S. firm working with 
a Japanese firm is getting ready to bill a client, 

knowing and locking in the Japanese Yen (JPY) 
rate enables the firm to know the exact converted 



50  LEGAL MANAGEMENT  SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2010

cost of the international payable in order to 
accurately bill the client the correct U.S. dollar 
amount. This helps firms do away with re-billing 
clients, realizing a loss or pay a vendor late due 
to inevitable currency movements. Speed to pay is 
increased, and less time is spent on administration. 
 In addition to locking in rates, working with a 
dedicated bank supported international payment 
provider gives law firms flexibility that enables 
them to recover payments in U.S. dollars today 
for future foreign exchange payables. With credit 
capabilities, firms can take advantage of a line of 
credit that pays firms up front within the locked-in 
rate. Again this frees up cash, and cash is king. 

INTERNATIONAL PAYMENT
PLAN OF ACTION
There are many things to look for in an 
international payment provider but the number 
one thing is to make sure they are a secure and 
experienced organization.  Additionally, one should 
research to make sure the provider offers a vast 
variety of services, services that can be customized 
to meet your firms’ unique needs. 
 Firms should consider current workflow and 
take account of how much time it is truly taking 
to process foreign payments, enter the information 
into the system and report. This in and of itself is 
reason enough to evaluate the current systems. 
Consideration should also be given to what the 
cost of wire transfers, ancillary services and the 
minimum requirements to use bank FX services. 
Keep in mind that international transactions begin 
and end with a bank. 
 A good international payment provider will be 
able to transition a firm to the new system after 
reviewing internal rules and procedures in less 

than one day, including testing. Ongoing support 
should be provided and a customized single point 
of access whereby clients and vendors can upload 
data and view dashboards should be available. 
Additionally, depending on how the company 
is structured, an ideal relationship includes no 
transition fees, no annual fees and no exclusive or 
long-term contracts. 
 In summary, partnering with a dedicated 
international payment processing provider enables 
firms to save cost and increase cash flow, while 
maintaining control and flexibility – making the 
payment process easier and, well, flatter. �
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 The benefit of working directly with a bank is security – bottom 

line – but often the security comes with a price. Firms are still 

left with the job of manually processing information, keeping up with 
minimum balances and making sure the financials get entered into the 

time and billing software system.


