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AMPLIFA PROCUREMENT GLOSSARY

Commercial Invoice: correctly creating and
verifying the commercial invoice in
international procurement
The commercial invoice, in German Handelsrechnung, is the central settlement and evidence

document for cross-border goods deliveries. It documents the obligation owed between exporter

and importer and serves customs authorities as the basis for customs clearance. For buyers, it is

therefore at the same time a steering and verification tool: errors in the commercial invoice typically

lead to delays in customs clearance, incorrect duty payments and discrepancies in invoice

verification. Those who understand the structure, mandatory details and verification logic of the

commercial invoice reduce supply chain risks and accelerate the payment process.

Key facts
• The commercial invoice is the legally binding settlement of an international goods delivery and the

basis for customs clearance in the country of destination.

• Mandatory details typically include buyer and seller, invoice and delivery data, goods description, HS

codes, country of origin, currency and delivery term according to Incoterms.

• It differs from the proforma invoice, packing list and customs declaration through its character as the

final payment document.

• Incorrect or incomplete commercial invoices are one of the most common causes of delays in

customs clearance.

• The reconciliation with purchase order, receipt data and delivery documents is a core element of

incoming invoice verification in B2B procurement.

• Inconsistencies between the commercial invoice, packing list and transport documents can lead to

official inspections and import restrictions.

Definition: commercial invoice
The commercial invoice is the final commercial document with which the seller invoices the buyer for the

delivered goods. It is at the same time the most important customs document on the basis of which

import duties are calculated in the country of destination. Unlike the proforma invoice, it is a binding

settlement document and part of the performance of the contract.

Distinction from the proforma invoice

The proforma invoice is a non-binding advance notification, for example to prepare a payment, an

import licence or a customs estimate. The commercial invoice is only created with the actual delivery

and reflects the amount of remuneration owed. In practice, some countries of destination additionally

require a legalised or certified commercial invoice, particularly for certain product groups or payment

securities. Buyers should clarify this requirement as early as the enquiry phase in order to avoid later

delays.
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Function in the procurement document flow

In the document flow, the commercial invoice stands at the end of the ordering process: purchase order,

order confirmation, shipping documents and goods receipt confirmation must be consistent with it. It is

the basis of incoming invoice verification and is therefore decisive for payment terms and the payment

run. If invoice data deviates from the purchase order, for example in prices, quantities or currency, in

many companies the principle applies that deviations must be clarified before approval.

Mandatory details and structure of a commercial invoice
There is no globally uniform form for the commercial invoice, but customs authorities expect a

content-wise complete and contradiction-free document. Missing or ambiguous information is the most

common cause of queries and delays at import.

Master data and parties

Mandatory are typically the name, address and, where applicable, tax numbers of exporter and

consignee, invoice number and date, reference to the purchase order and the place of origin of the

goods. In supply chains with sales companies, the correct specification of buyer, seller and, where

applicable, invoice recipient is important, as customs authorities examine the parties involved. A unique

supplier identifier in one's own ERP system helps to assign invoices to the correct supplier master data

and to avoid duplicates.

Goods details and coding

Per line item, a customary commercial description, quantity, unit, unit price, total price, currency, country

of origin and the customs tariff number (HS code or European commodity code) must be stated. Vague

descriptions such as “spare parts” or “custom-made product” frequently lead to customs queries in

practice. The coding should be bindingly agreed before the first delivery, as it influences duty rate,

preferential treatment and, where applicable, export controls.

Delivery and payment terms

The commercial invoice must show the agreed delivery term according to Incoterms with the named

place as well as the payment terms. Transport costs, insurance and other items must also be itemised

separately, because customs valuation rules sometimes require different allocations than the

commercial law invoice. With preferential agreements, origin declarations are added, the wording of

which must follow regional requirements.

Role in customs, compliance and sanctions list screening
The commercial invoice is the central evidence document towards customs and export control

authorities. It documents the transaction value on which the customs value is based and the identity of

the trading partners.

Customs value and import duties

Values derived from the commercial invoice determine customs duty, import VAT and further levies.

Systematic deviations between the invoice value and the actual business transaction are regarded as a

compliance risk. For low-value deliveries or samples, procedures such as simplifications or specific

value declarations should be agreed in advance with the customs department or a service provider.
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Sanctions list screening of trading partners

Before issuing and accepting a commercial invoice, screening of all parties against sanctions lists is

standard: exporter, consignee, where applicable banks and end users. The invoice itself provides the

names and addresses used for the screening. The result and the screening point should be

documented, since evidence obligations towards authorities and banks may exist. In change processes,

for example new works or invoice addresses, the screening must be repeated.

Export control and accompanying documents

Depending on the goods, export licences, end-use declarations or origin evidence are added, which

must correspond in content with the commercial invoice. Discrepancies between invoice, packing list

and transport document are regarded in practice as a classic screening signal during official controls. A

reconciliation of the three document types before shipping therefore belongs to the basic hygiene of the

foreign trade process.

Commercial invoice in the procurement process: verification,
approval and payment
For the buyer, the order does not end with the delivery, but with the consistently verified and approved

invoice. The commercial invoice is the reconciliation anchor between purchase order, goods receipt and

payment.

Three-way match and deviation logic

In the standard case, purchase order, goods receipt and invoice are reconciled automatically or

manually. Typical tolerance rules relate to price, quantity and rounding differences; they should be

documented in framework agreements or an MSA so that suppliers know the verification logic. If

deviations exceed the tolerance, clarification takes place before approval, often with return to the

supplier via a deviation list.

Payment terms and liquidity

The payment terms stated on the commercial invoice must correspond to the contractual agreements.

Common in practice are payment periods of frequently 30 to 90 days depending on industry and

negotiating power; early payment discounts and part payments should be formulated clearly. Consistent

invoices with clean reference data shorten the lead time to payment and improve the planning certainty

of working capital – a point that also becomes relevant in sales and operations planning when material

availability and payment rhythm are coupled.

Negotiation context and price documentation

The commercial invoice documents the negotiated prices including any volume discount in procurement

or an agreed price band or price corridor. It is therefore also an instrument of evidence in renegotiations

or price adjustment clauses. Buyers should ensure that discounts, volume tiers and other price

compositions recur in the invoice data and match the master data.

Important KPIs around the commercial invoice and settlement
quality
Invoice quality can be measured. Key figures on error rates and lead times make the performance of
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suppliers and one's own verification organisation visible.

Invoice quality at the supplier

Key figures such as the first-time-right invoice rate or the complaint rate per 10,000 invoices provide a

direct picture of the supplier's process discipline. Similar to a supplier PPM target for the quality of

goods, a target value can be agreed here and included in supplier evaluations. Rejection rates from

customs clearance are a further indicator of document quality.

Lead times and customs processes

Frequently measured are the average lead time from invoice receipt to approval as well as the dwell

time of consignments in customs clearance. Values depend strongly on industry and country of import;

as benchmarks, in practice a few working days are commonly targeted for the invoice process and

single-digit day values for customs approvals. Trend deteriorations are an early indicator of master data

or process problems.

Costs of settlement

Process cost accounting can be used to determine what manual verification and correspondence costs

per invoice. This cost perspective justifies investments in master data quality, EDI connections or

supplier portals. The return on investment of such measures typically shows itself in falling processing

costs and shorter clarification times.

Risks, controls and current developments
Errors in commercial invoices have multiple effects: operationally through delays, financially through

incorrect levies and in terms of compliance through official inspections. Structured controls and

digitalisation significantly reduce these risks.

Typical sources of error

Common are deviating Incoterms between contract and invoice, incorrect currencies, missing HS codes,

discrepant quantities compared with the packing list and missing references to the purchase order.

Duplicate invoices due to unclear invoice number logic also occur. A root cause analysis, for example

with an Ishikawa diagram, helps to address systematic sources of error rather than individual cases.

Controls and stress test in the procurement process

Effective controls are: binding invoice policies in supplier instructions, sample checks with new suppliers,

automated plausibility checks and documented approval competences. Mandatory and optional criteria

from supplier selection can be extended to include document quality as an evaluation criterion. For

critical suppliers, a software and process audit as part of supplier development is worthwhile.

Digitalisation: e-invoicing, data formats and customs platforms

Structured electronic invoice formats and digital customs platforms significantly reduce media

disruptions and improve data quality. In several countries, mandatory e-invoicing systems are being

introduced; companies in the DACH region should monitor the national requirements of their sales and

procurement markets and verify them legally on a case-by-case basis. In parallel, AI-supported

document readers enable automated extraction of invoice data, albeit with remaining verification

requirements for exceptions.
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Typical metrics
First-time-right invoice rate: > 98 %
usual target value for experienced suppliers; lower values indicate process problems

Complaint rate for invoice errors: < 2 %
proportion of invoices requiring clarification per period

Lead time from invoice to approval: < 5 working days
industry-dependent; automation significantly shortens the time

Dwell time in customs clearance: < 2 days
benchmark with consistent and complete documentation

Practical example
A mid-sized machinery manufacturer regularly procures precision components from Asia. After several

delays at import, the team finds that the commercial invoices of the affected suppliers contained

incorrect HS codes in some cases, inconsistent Incoterms and quantity discrepancies compared with

the packing list. Through a bundled package of measures, the complaint rate in customs and invoice

verifications falls noticeably within one year.

• Binding invoice policy with a sample commercial invoice as an annex to the supplier instruction

• Contractual fixation of HS codes, Incoterms and payment terms in framework agreements

• Automated three-way match with defined tolerances and escalation levels

• KPI-based supplier discussion on the first-time-right invoice rate with corrective improvement

agreements

Conclusion
The commercial invoice is far more than an accounting document: it is the customs basis, compliance

evidence and centrepiece of settlement verification in international procurement. Buyers are well

advised to actively prescribe the structure and mandatory details, to regulate deviation logic in a binding

manner and to make document quality measurable. Clean commercial invoices shorten customs and

payment processes, avoid subsequent duty risks and strengthen collaboration with suppliers. Those

who systematically steer invoice quality reduce costs and risks at the same time.

Frequently asked questions

What is a commercial invoice?

The commercial invoice is the final trade invoice for a cross-border goods delivery. It documents the

contracting parties, line items, prices, currency, origin and delivery terms. Customs authorities use it as

the basis for calculating import duties.

What is the difference between a commercial invoice and a proforma invoice?

A proforma invoice is a non-binding advance notification, for example to indicate prices or for import

formalities before delivery. The commercial invoice is created with the actual delivery and is the binding

payment document. In customs clearance, the commercial invoice is generally required as evidence.

What details must a commercial invoice contain?
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Common requirements are invoice and order number, name and address of seller and buyer, goods

description, quantity, price, currency, HS code, country of origin, Incoterm with named place, payment

terms and, where applicable, origin declarations. Requirements differ depending on the country of

import. If in doubt, the customs department or a customs service provider should confirm the

country-specific mandatory details.

Who issues the commercial invoice?

As a rule, the exporter, i.e. the seller or its appointed export handling agent, issues the commercial

invoice. In agreed cases, the buyer may also prepare the invoice as part of self-clearing; this should be

regulated contractually. What matters is that the content corresponds to the actual business transaction.

Does a commercial invoice need a signature?

A handwritten signature is not uniformly required worldwide; many authorities also accept electronic

documents without a signature. However, some countries of import require a legalised or certified

commercial invoice. The requirements of the respective country of import should be clarified before

delivery.

Which Incoterms belong on the commercial invoice?

The contractually agreed Incoterm with the named place belongs on the commercial invoice, e.g. “FCA

Works, Incoterms 2020”. It determines the point at which costs and risks transfer and influences the

customs valuation treatment of certain costs. Discrepancies between contract, transport document and

invoice should be avoided.


