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All Hands  
on Deck

Four Things You'll Need 
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Application Online
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An emailed credit application is not an electronic credit appli-
cation. It might be better than a paper application, sure, but 
it’s not an electronic credit application. Accepting credit appli-
cations via email is an ersatz solution that allows companies to 
straddle the line between paper and electronic business, while 
enjoying the benefits of neither.

Instead, a true, honest-to-goodness electronic credit applica-
tion is one that can be filled out and submitted entirely on a 
computer. A customer types their information into a series of 
fields, including legal business name, address and whatever 
else the selling company requires to accurately judge the cus-
tomer’s creditworthiness. They click a box saying they accept 
the terms and conditions, click a button that says “submit” 
and then the information is electronically transmitted into the 
seller’s system.

Users looking for a textbook example of how to cleanly and 
efficiently offer this type of application need look no further 
than A. Schulman, Inc.’s online credit application (see Figure 
2). “The inception was early fall of 2007 and our first draft 
went live in February of 2008,” said Anna Mantel, Schulman’s 
credit manager for the U.S. and Canada, who was integral to 
the implementation of their electronic credit application. “It’s 
been a live, ongoing, continuous improvement process since 
the launch date and will continue to evolve consistent with 
best practices.”

Another example currently in beta testing is an industry-wide 
online credit application for the media industry. Created in 
part by the Media Financial Management Association (MFM) 
and other professionals like Michael Denson, vice president of 
network credit & collections at Katz Media Group, Inc., the 
EMCAPP (electronic media credit application) offers an 
online solution unique to issues in the media industry. For 
example, “in the media industry it’s difficult to get credit 
applications on agencies and advertisers,” said Denson, 
observing that sometimes selling advertising involves selling 
to a buyer, and sometimes to the buyer’s agency. Having a 
single application that can be filled out online and pulled by 
the credit managers at these media companies makes the pro-
cess considerably easier.

The process of creating and using one’s own electronic credit 
application, whether it’s one made public for buyers that aren’t 
familiar with e-commerce, like Schulman’s, or one that’s more 
industry-focused, like the EMCAPP, requires a unique set of 
conditions. Here are four things that any company hoping to 
move their credit application onto the information superhigh-
way will need before they can take advantage of what such an 
application has to offer to their bottom line and order process-
ing speeds. Each of these four conditions is important, but pay 
special attention to the last one.

#1: Knowledge of Your Customer Base
Designing and implementing an electronic credit applica-
tion requires a thorough, elaborate understanding of the 
customers that will eventually be using it, for a number of 
different reasons. 

For example, Mantel’s company is a global provider of perfor-
mance enhancing polymers and compounds that touches 
nearly all industries. “A significant portion of Schulman’s 
portfolio consists of small companies. They’re not necessarily 
micro-businesses but they’re businesses where people are 
wearing many hats,” she said, noting that her company 
designed their online credit application with an emphasis on 
aesthetic appeal and ease of use. “If it looks too complicated, 
it’s just very off-putting.”

An online credit application has to be designed with the end 
user in mind. For many people, if an online version looks 
twice as complicated as the paper application they’re already 
used to filling out, they’ll just stick with the paper version. So, 
the actual layout and functionality of the online document 
has to be calibrated to the sophistication of the customer 
that’ll be filling it out.

In the case of the EMCAPP, the aforementioned difference 
between agencies and advertisers necessitated some extra legal 
security on the online credit application. “We have both adver-
tisers and we have agencies that represent advertisers,” said 
Mary Collins, president and CEO of MFM, noting that this sce-
nario requires an additional document. “We have it set up so we 
can tie an agency to an advertiser and in any case where there is 
an agent and the agent is committing that client to pay, you 
need an agency of record letter,” she added, referring to a stan-
dard industry document that would only make sense on a cred-
it application going to these types of entities in this industry. 

The EMCAPP system essentially serves as a single credit 
application for the entire media industry. It allows advertisers 
or agencies buying on their behalf to fill out one online appli-
cation which then goes to a database, where it can be quickly 
retrieved and downloaded by media credit managers. “It’s 
basically one credit application,” said Denson. “There are 
thousands of media providers and the advertising agency or 
advertiser doesn’t want to fill out hundreds and hundreds of 
credit applications.”

Again, the application must be designed to fit the needs of 
the applicant. “Nobody wants to fill out several hundred 
applications to do a national ad buy or even a buy in a local 
market,” said Collins. “If you’re a small proprietor and you 
have to fill out 10 or 12 credit applications, you’re not run-
ning your business.”

The process of creating and using one’s own electronic credit application  
requires a unique set of conditions.
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Time is also of the essence in the media industry, in a way 
that’s strangely similar to the food industry. “Someone can 
call at 9:00 in the morning and want to be on the noon news,” 
Collins added. “They want to take advantage of getting cred-
it, but we have perishable commodities. Once the time for 
the ad spot has passed, you can’t get it back.” Buyers also 
need to provide things like logos, images and video to the 
seller in the media industry so that their advertisement can 
actually run according to terms, so the EMCAPP also has to 
account for that as well, whereas other online applications 
would not.

Knowing one’s customer base also goes a long way toward 
ensuring that a company’s online credit application doesn’t 
invite an increase in fraud. “There are certain types of busi-
nesses that we wouldn’t expect to buy from us,” said Mantel. 
“For example, we don’t sell directly to end users, so an appli-
cant from a source not aligned with our business model raises 
an alarm and may require further investigations. Much in the 
same way that a conflicting credit rating, incomplete refer-
ences or contradictory trade experiences just mean that the 
credit analysts need to do more digging.”

Speaking of which…

#2: Security and Fraud Prevention Safeguards
“Large public companies face the risk that someone’s going to 
go after deep pockets,” said Mantel, “so we must balance risk 
to shareholder interests without going overboard and dis-
couraging sales.”

This consideration should essentially be the philosophy of 
anyone looking to put their company’s credit application 
online. Security and fraud prevention are key, but the mea-
sures have to be effective without discouraging customers. 

When it comes to online credit applications, security con-
cerns are two-fold, in that the applications need to be able to 
be processed in such a way that prevents and detects fraud, 
and in that the site itself needs to be able to collect and trans-
mit the customer’s information securely. Fortunately, fraud 
detection online is largely the same as it is on paper. 

“It doesn’t really matter how the application was delivered. We 
have to detect fraud regardless of how the application was 
filled out,” said Mantel. “There are several electronic safe-
guards that a company can adopt. For example, companies 
should verify that the IP [internet protocol] address can be 
confirmed as originating from the applicant company. Does 
the site use 128-bit encryption? If so, these are signs that the 
application is valid.” Human beings still obviously have a role 
after the application is submitted online, and much of it is 

geared toward critical thinking and analysis, which includes 
assessing whether the customer that applied is trying to scam 
the company.

Sometimes making these distinctions is easy. “Some people 
are foolish enough to put the same telephone number and fax 
number for all of their trade references,” said Mantel, who 
noted that when faced with obvious attempts to misrepresent, 
proper staff training pays off. “We have a dedicated credit 
application box monitored by a specific analyst trained in 
fraud detection and credit investigation metrics.”

There are things that can and cannot be automated, Collins 
said. For example, while on the EMCAPP there are manda-
tory fields that applicants must fill out before they’re allowed 
to submit their applications, “you’ve got to make sure that 
they don’t have gobbledygook in there,” he said, noting that 
some consumers will put in all zeros for a phone number 
when they don’t want to share that information. In a credit 
context, that becomes a serious problem that needs to be 
caught ahead of time. “That can’t be automated,” she noted. 
“The system can’t automatically approve them. A human 
being has to look at it.”

One possible way to prevent fraud is to limit access to the 
application, but Mantel’s team determined that the chosen 
format was appropriate for their situation. “We talked about 
requiring a password but decided to balance the level of secu-
rity with making the process user-friendly,” she noted. How-
ever, for Collins and Denson, since their application is open 
both to customers and to multiple sellers at the same time, a 
password was deemed necessary for both buyers and vendors 
to ensure that customer data didn’t wind up in the wrong 
hands. “If Mike’s company pulls a credit application, Mike 
cannot give that credit application to another company,” said 
Collins, who noted that the terms of usage govern both the 
customer and the company extending credit, preventing buy-
ers pulling an online credit application from using the data for 
anything other than legitimate business purposes. “Someone 
meandering around in there could get a lot of information,” 
she added, noting that limiting access can help keep the sys-
tem cleaner as well. “We don’t want people in the database 
that have no business being there.”

Password-protecting the credit application made sense for 
Collins and Denson because of the fact that so many more 
people might have access to the credit applications submitted 
via EMCAPP. For Mantel, the information transmits directly 
from the user to a dedicated credit mailbox, making a pass-
word a needless complication for the applicant. Ultimately 
the format decision is situational and rests with the company 
in question.
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An online credit application has to be designed with the end 
user in mind. For many people, if an online version looks twice 
as complicated as the paper application they’re already used to 
filling out, they’ll just stick with the paper version. 



Furthermore, there are concerns about viruses and other 
more malicious security issues that require the intervention 
of trained professionals. The credit department alone can’t 
expect to protect their company from the internet’s waste, 
just as no one would expect the IT department to manage 
receivables. 

Being able to successfully capture this data speaks to the col-
laborative nature of creating an online credit application. 
“We consulted with marketing, IT and customer service,” 
said Mantel. “The legal department provided guidance on 
customer signatures. We obtained the opinion of outside 
counsel.” Along with adopting operational best practices, the 
fraud prevention techniques integrated with the company’s 
standard security protections for their website designed to 
mitigate risk, which Mantel described as “top-notch.”

#3: Technical Know-How, or Someone with Technical 
Know-How
The daunting part of creating an online credit application often 
isn’t enforcement or processing questions, but how to actually 
put the document online, in such a way that it can be filled out 
and entered into the company’s system automatically. If a com-
pany has an in-house web department, it would come down to 
them. If they don’t, they’ll probably need some external help.

“Once we really understood what it was we needed, I worked 
with an RFP [request for proposal],” said Collins, who noted 
that the request was vague enough to allow the experts who 
would be creating the online credit application to offer their 
technical input. “I hired a third party, someone who under-
stood programming. We spent a lot of time figuring out what 
the functionality had to be, then sent it out for bids and asked 
people to respond to the RFP.” 

Shopping around 
among proposals 
was a curious expe-
rience, as Collins 
found out. “We got 
back the preliminary 
responses and I had 
them all over the 
map,” she noted. 
“The most expensive 
one was 15 times 
more than the lowest 
bid.” Ultimately the 
third party did the 
work of actually cre-
ating the online 
apparatus that 
would become 
EMCAPP, and then 
came the vital pro-
cess of beta testing 
the application. “It 
takes longer than 
you ever think it 
will, but do not skip 

on the beta testing,” said Collins. “It needs to be intuitive 
because you want people to be able to go to the site, fill it out 
and feel comfortable doing it. If it’s not easy they’re not going 
to come back.”

The company that Mantel and her company used to design 
this credit application was the company that runs their web-
site. “It wasn’t anyone special that only worked in credit 
applications,” said Mantel. “We just told them what we want-
ed. The IT department worked with our website developer 
and our marketing manager. We made sure that the informa-
tion for the shipping function would flow right into our 
order entry and account setup, so that helped the customer 
service groups.”

Again, technical know-how doesn’t necessarily have to come 
from outside of a company’s own shop. Mantel’s explanation 
of how they implemented their online credit application 
involves no fewer than four business functions not including 
the credit department. Each step in the process must involve 
all facets of the company, from sales to IT, legal, marketing,  
credit, customer service and beyond.

#4: A Change in Corporate Culture
The reason why Mantel had all of these company functions at 
her disposal was due to something more fundamental. “We 
were completely reengineering the credit function and had a 
mandate to do whatever needed to be done. That’s pretty rare 
so I took advantage of it,” she said. “A. Schulman was changing 
its culture and trying to foster collaborative behaviors. We 
can’t function independently of sales or customer service and 
the accounting and finance people.”

Making the entire process of taking a credit application online 
doesn’t merely improve the company’s order processing speeds 
and eliminate the need to run down necessary information. 
When done correctly it also brings departments closer 
together. “It actually helped us broaden our outreach to mar-
keting because they were immensely helpful in helping us to 
make the format very user friendly,” said Mantel.

Key to the online credit application’s success is an effective 
working relationship between sales and credit. “The catalyst 
for moving forward with this online credit application was the 
mandate to reinvent the credit department. That included a 
complete change in our culture driven by our new executive 
management team that arrived in 2008,” she noted. “Part of 
that did include the change in personnel for people who didn’t 
want to adopt a new culture, so the old resistance that was the 
stereotypical abrasive relationship between credit and sales, it 
kind of departed with the new culture.”

The schism between credit and sales has been well document-
ed to the point of seeming cliché, but it’s non-negotiable; these 
two departments must be on excellent terms, and if they aren’t 
already, credit professionals should reach out to improve that 
relationship. “We earned the respect of our sales teams early 
on to help them see how automation would improve relation-
ships and to alleviate concerns about frustrating the custom-
er,” said Mantel. “We developed presentations for the sales 
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teams and solicited invitations to their annual meetings. We 
traveled with the salespeople, sharing concerns and enhanc-
ing the rapport between functions. We walked them through 
the process, including screen prints as a working tool along 
with a list of frequently asked questions.” (See Figure 1.)

This not only made the electronic credit application a hit 
with customers, it also made the transition process ultimate-
ly painless. “I can’t say that I had any resistance,” said Mantel. 
“I’ve been through those days where credit departments still 
have trouble with their sales teams, but our common com-
petitor is the world market, not one another. There’s really no 
room for that kind of friction.”

Credit and sales is just one example of the type of collaboration 
that is integral to the success of an electronic credit applica-
tion. Possessing a corporate culture that provides and encour-
ages that sort of collaboration between credit and customer 
service, marketing, legal, sales, IT and any other company 
function can make or break the effort to move a credit applica-
tion out of the world of paper and into the modern business 
world. Ultimately, that’s what this is about: making the move 
from paper to electronic data. It takes a village to raise a child, 
and it’ll take a whole company to make that shift. 

Jacob Barron, CICP, NACM staff writer can be reached at  
jakeb@nacm.org.
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1. �Will� all� new� customers/reactivations� be� required� to� use�
the� online� application? yes. adopting one uniform 
procedure is expected to improve accuracy and account 
setup turnaround time in both the accounts receivable and 
order entry systems. unless there are mitigating 
circumstances that will be individually reviewed by credit 
management, only applications received through the online 
system will be processed.

2. �Is� the� requested� information� on� the� online� credit�
application� different� from� the� hardcopy� form? no. the 
requested information is the same. the difference between 
the online document and the hardcopy form is that the 
customer cannot submit the online form until all required 
boxes are completed. this requirement will eliminate set-
up delays that result from submittal of incomplete 
information. the most important advantage is that there 
will be electronic documentation that the applicant 
acknowledges either printing or reading schulman’s terms 
and Conditions of sale. this is an important factor in 
reducing payment terms disputes and potential damage 
claims related to Battle of forms contests as well as defining 
liability issues.

3. �Can’t� we� just� use� the� hardcopy� form� and� make� sure� the�
customer�fills�in�all�the�required�boxes? no. there are two 
major problems with using the existing form. 1. the terms 
and conditions page does not require a signature. therefore, 
the conditions would not be considered enforceable in 
court. 2. With the existing form housed in numerous 
locations (G drive, isis, individual’s computers, etc.) there is 
a significantly increased likelihood of customers completing 
outdated forms. While no sales rep wants to think that his/
her customers will default on credit terms, the reality is that 
a percentage of our credit customers will. the information 
on the credit application is a significant tool for increasing 
the chances of collecting on the defaulted amount.

4. �Will�the�customer�require�special�software�to�access�our�
online� credit� application? no. any computer with basic 
internet access will be able to view and complete the 
online form.

5.  My� customers� have� their� own� credit� reference� form.�
Do�they�still�need�to�complete�the�online�credit�application? 
the policy will be the same as the current policy. if a 
customer prefers to provide their own bank and trade 
references on company letterhead, they do not need to 
complete the trade reference or bank reference section of 
the online application. there will be an option to upload 
their document, and bypass this section. However, the 
customer will still be required to complete the top section 
of the application to ensure the proper legal name and type 
of legal entity, contact and shipping information is defined, 
as well as to acknowledge that they accept our terms and 
Conditions of sale. 

6. �What�if�a�customer�wants�to�include�additional�or�special�
shipping�instructions�or�reminders�of�agreements�with�the�
salesperson? the website includes a feature that enables a 
user to browse and attach their own documents. it also 
features drop-down comment fields for additional input.

7. �Why�aren’t�there�applications�for�Europe�and�Asia? at this 
time, the business leaders in europe and asia have elected 
to include a phone number for applicants to obtain further 
guidelines.

8.  How�will�my�customer�know�if�the�application�submitted�
correctly? after successful transmission they will receive a 
message stating that the credit application has been 
received. 

Figure 1: A. Schulman’s FAQs Reference for Sales Teams

OnlInE�CrEDIt�ApplICAtIOn�lAunCH
Frequently Asked questions
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Figure 2: A. Schulman’s Online Credit Application


