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A ccounts payable profession-
als, controllers and accountants 
understand that uncashed checks 
to vendors and employees are 
treated as unclaimed property.  If 
the checks are not cashed or 
properly voided, the amount of 
the check should be reported and 
remitted to the states according 
to each state’s specific reporting 
procedures.  But some accounts 
payable professionals may be 
overlooking their exposure for 
open receivers. 

Open receivers are items on in-
ventory receiving reports that are 
not cleared by payments to the 
vendor. Open receivers are also 
known as unclaimed receivers or 
inventory over-counts. Inventory 
accounts payable procedures re-
quire a three-way match with 
three kinds of documents:  receiv-
ing reports, purchase orders, and 
vendor invoices.  These docu-
ments may be on paper or in 
electronic form. For high-volume 
warehouses and distribution cen-
ters, the open receivers file may 
consist of thousands of rows of 
data.  In some enterprise ac-
counting systems, the open re-

ceivers file is part of the Good Re-
ceived/Invoice Received (“GR/
IR”) sub-system. 

Open receivers can result in un-
claimed property when there are 
items remaining in the open re-
ceivers file that are not cleared 
after several months. Let’s look at 
some examples of how open re-
ceivers can result in what appear 
to be goods received but not paid 
for. 

1) The Baker’s Dozen 

Consumers are accustomed to the 
“baker’s dozen” where, for exam-
ple, the donut shopkeeper may 
give us 13 donuts but charge us 
for only twelve.  When we order a 
box of 1,000 business cards, the 
printer may give us a box of more 
than 1,000 to avoid the hassle of 
reprinting a few defective cards. A 
bui lder may order a load of 
25,000 pounds of concrete and 
the shipper may send 26,000 
pounds to be sure there is not a 
shortage and the need to make 
another trip.  In other words it 
may be a common practice in a 
particular industry to deliver 
slightly more than is billed.  We 
believe there are legal precedents 
for not holding a purchaser liable 
for goods that were not ordered, 
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but that issue is beyond the scope 
of this article. 

2) Measurement Error 

Some commodities are measured 
by weight but weight can fluctuate 
based on humidity and tempera-
ture. For example, wood, fiber, to-
bacco, and other agricultural prod-
ucts may absorb or lose water con-
tent depending on environmental 
and storage conditions.  The ship-
per may record the shipment 
weight as 50,000 pounds but if the 
product absorbs water en route, it 
may weigh 50,500 pounds when it 
is received. Industry standards-
setting committees establish toler-
able limits for such weight fluctua-
tions. Even though a strict analysis 
of the open receivers file may show 
an apparent excess inventory re-
ceived but not paid for, that differ-
ence may be within the tolerable 
error rate for the industry. 

3) Shortage Followed by Excess 

Consider a high-volume consumer 
products distribution center (“DC”). 
Suppose the shipper’s bill of lading 
shows 24 boxes on a particular de-
livery but the DC’s receiving staff 
finds only 23 acceptable boxes of 
merchandise.  One of the boxes 
could be damaged and rejected.  Or 
it is possible that one box never got 
onto the truck when it left the ship-
per’s warehouse.  As an accommo-
dation to the DC, one extra box will 
be sent with a subsequent delivery.  
If the receiving clerk properly re-
cords the receipts, then this series 
of transactions should net to the 24 

boxes on the original order.  The 
shipper may prepare the invoice as if 
there were 24 boxes on one order, 
but the accounts payable department 
decides to pay for only 23 boxes 
based on the first receiving report. 
Suppose these receiving reports and 
vendor invoices are not perfectly rec-
onciled—the open receivers file ap-
pears to show that an extra box was 
received but not paid for. This par-
ticular problem occurs when extra 
inventory is shipped to cover for a 
shortage on a previous delivery. 

4) Returned Merchandise 

Returned merchandise is a common 
problem with inventory shipments.  
The merchandise may be returned 
because it was not ordered, is defec-
tive, or is the wrong specifications.  
Although merchandise returns should 
be tracked by both the shipping and 
receiving party, some recording er-
rors may happen. The merchandise 
may be recorded as received in the 
open receivers file, but the record of 
its return might not get matched in 
the file.  Furthermore, the vendor’s 
credit memo reflecting that merchan-
dise return might not be linked to the 
open receivers file. Thus, it appears 
the merchandise was received but not 
paid for. 

5) Unclaimed Property Audits 

Unclaimed property auditors working 
for the states are eager to find un-
claimed property for their states. 
Let’s say several of them are ques-
tioning businesses about open receiv-
ers. These auditors are focusing on 
what appears to be excess inventory 
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received but not paid for.  They 
assert they’ve identified un-
claimed property that should be 
remitted to the state.  These un-
claimed property auditors will au-
dit the receiving business to find 
excess inventory received but not 
paid for; they will audit the ship-
ping business to find duplicate or 
excess payments for inventory 
that was not delivered. 

The unclaimed property auditors 
exclusively home in on the ac-
counting and receiving data.  
Since the unclaimed property au-
dit is conducted several years af-
ter the events took place, no one 
can do a reliable physical count of 
the inventory. 

Solutions 

As you’ve no doubt figured out, 
there may be surprises awaiting 
you in your own warehouse. What 
can you do to control this prob-
lem? 

1) Regularly reconcile your open 
receivers with merchandise ac-
counts payable and research dis-
crepancies where the receiver is 
more than 30 days old. Obviously, 
you will have open receivers that 
have not been paid; the key is 
that this number should not in-
clude really old receivers. 

2) Be proactive with your suppli-
ers. Either square the excess with 
the shipper or obtain a letter from 
the shipper advising no money is 
owed.  

3) Initiate direct communication 
with shippers and suppliers re-
garding open items on the receiv-
ing end. This may involve ac-
counts payable, inventory man-
agement, and purchasing. 

4) Hire an expert to help you ad-
dress and mitigate problems with 
open receivers. This is a relatively 
new area of unclaimed property 
exposure. Any expert should ask, 
as we do, how products can be 
tracked back to the shipper and 
manufacturer and they should ex-
amine the procurement policies 
and contractual terms. An expert 
should also ask about relevant 
industry practices and documen-
tation procedures. 

Are you thinking this is just some 
pie-in-the-sky problem dreamed 
up by some rogue auditors? We 
wish that were the case. Unfortu-
nately, this is becoming an issue 
on a growing number of audits 
and companies everywhere will 
need to address it.  AP N&T  
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Sept 25 webinar: Quiet Payment Revolution 

CD Quiet Payment Revolution available Oct. 15 

CD Using the TIN Matching Program 
CD W-9 & W-8 Best Practice   

Shipping    

Total: 

1 year 

$139.00 

$279.00 

Price 

$139.00 

$139.00 

$139.00 

Name 
Company/title 

Phone American Express 
MasterCard 
Visa 

Credit Card # 

Method of Payment 

Exp. date 

Check made payable to 
CRYSTALLUS enclosed  

Signature 

Address 

Mr./Ms. 

E-mail Address 

Accounts Payable     
Now & Tomorrow                                                  
560 Peoples Plaza #197                  
Newark DE 19702 

 

 

2years 

**$0.00 (it’s on us) 

 

   ** 

UP Br+W 

Fax order to  
302 836 0541 

Order Form 

AP Services & Consulting 

In collaboration with an accounting 
and IT specialist, we have developed 
two customized AP services: 

• A Duplicate Payment Diagnostic 
Service and 

• A Master Vendor File Clean-Up Di-
agnostic Service. 

Additionally, we offer consulting ser-
vices in all areas related to accounts 
payable.  

For information about any of these ser-
vices, please go to  

www.ap-now.com/consulting.html    
or call 302 836 0540 

CD T&E Best Practices  $139.00 

$495.00 
 

CRYSTALLUS, Inc. 
Accounts Payable Now & Tomorrow 

560 Peoples Plaza #197 
Newark DE 19702 

 

Please share with your 
accounts payable 

colleagues 

Phone: 302-836-0540 
Fax: 302-836-0541 

E-mail: customerservice@ap-now.com 
publisher@ap-now.com 
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