
Capitalizing on Customer Payment Trends 

 
For decades the payments industry was driven by the biller. Consumers had to pay via biller selected pay-
ment methods and channels.  In the case of natural monopolies such as utilities these payment methods 
were often cash or check via mail or on location. However, in the past few years consumer behavior has 
forced many industries to cater to the payment needs of the customer. Retail consumers have essentially 
reinvented payment acceptance by forcing retailers to adapt to consumer’s growing demand of conven-
ience. Retailers have few options but to change to meet their customer’s needs or risk losing the sale and 
the customer. Now what does that have to do with utilities? Utilities are still a natural monopoly right? So 
why bend to meet consumer needs when you don’t risk losing them as a customer? The obvious answer is 
because customers expect it and it would go a long way to keeping customers happy but there are far 
more reasons just under the surface.  

First let’s look at some facts. According to the recently published Federal Reserve Payments Study paper 
check payments dropped by a rate of 6.2% annually from 2000 to 2012 and by a rate of 4.4% from 2012 
to 2015. That is a decline of 1.9 billion and 800 million payments per year respectively. While that slide has 

started to taper off a bit 
in recent years it is easy to 
see that people are writ-
ing fewer and fewer pa-
per checks. So how are 
people making payments 
now? As you can see from 
the figure below in 2007 
debit cards eclipsed 
checks as preferred pay-
ment method and since 
then has only continued 
to increase its payment 
share. In fact, card pay-
ments now account for 

over two-thirds of all noncash payments.  

So now it’s clear that consumers want to and are paying with cards but what does that mean for utilities? 
Card payments are infinitely more easily automated than cash and check payments. Why does that mat-
ter? Automation saves time and money. It’s easy to see the cost to process credit cards as a roadblock, but 
the automation of electronic payments like credit cards will more than make up for it in labor costs, shut-
off costs, and the hassle and cost of handling paper payments that often come back insufficient funds due 
to the time it takes in transit and in clearing.  While these things are often difficult to quantify the costs 
and operational inefficiencies involved with dealing solely with paper are often far more expensive than 
the cost of processing electronic payments.  
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Creating an Omni-Channel Payment Solution  
 So now that we have established customer payment behaviors and have discovered that, all things consid-
ered, it will likely save money how do you capitalize on it? To fully take advantage of these consumer pay-
ment trends, billers will need to implement a number of payment collection tools that together form a total 
payment acceptance suite, often called and Omni-Channel Payment Solution. So what are the elements of a 
true Omni-Channel Payment Solution?  

 Credit/Debit Card Acceptance with EMV 
 Electronic Check Acceptance 
 Online Payment Portal 
 Interactive Voice Response (IVR) 
 Recurring Credit Card Payments 
 Recurring ACH Payments 
 Payment Kiosks 
 Remote Retail Payments 
 Automation of Bank Bill Pay 
 Mobile Payments 

While this list is comprehensive it is not exhaustive. Consumer payments will continue to be a highly evolving 
sector. Only a few years ago mobile payments were virtually non-existent. Now mobile payments are the 
fastest growing form of payments with sub-channels such as native apps, responsive web pages, near field 
communication (NFC), and SMS payments. This is a prime example of how the need for convenience has 
shifted consumer expectations and biller response to those expectations.  

Another significant byproduct of consumer mobility demand is the substantial year over year increase in mo-
bile banking as shown in this graph from the Federal Reserve. As you can see the number of consumers using 
their mobile device to access their banking information has steadily increased over the past few years. This is 
important for billers because this makes it much easier for consumers to pay their bills through their bank’s 
online bill pay system. The need to automate these payments has never been greater. These payments nor-
mally come in the form of a stack of 
paper checks or a confusing 
often inaccurate import file. 
The automation of these 
payments is crucial to accom-
modating customer behavior 
as well as increasing internal 
operating efficiency.  

These are merely two cogs in the ever evolving mechanism that is consumer payments. I hope the figures 
presented here has encouraged you to embrace the change in consumer payment behavior and start imple-
menting your own Omni-Chanel Payment System to in an effort to increase customer satisfaction and oper-
ational efficiency while lowering overall operational costs. 
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