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The Case for 
More Automation 
in Commercial 
Lending
Professionals’ entrenched views on commercial 
lending may be holding them back when 
it comes to better serving clients through 
automation.
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Lenders are biased when it comes to the commercial lending process. New research 

commissioned by Moody’s Analytics and conducted by Arizent/American Banker shows a 

significant number of banking professionals overlooking opportunities to automate credit 

operations, potentially to the detriment of clients, productivity, and profits. 

The recent survey of commercial lenders reveals a prevailing bias against automating many 

aspects of the credit process. This bias is strongest with agricultural lending, where 38% of 

respondents say that no part of their bank’s agricultural lending operations are automated, 

and 26% see no benefit whatsoever to automating. Of the 10 processes identified in the 

survey, including loan processing/servicing, document prep/management, and generating 

credit memos, seven were automated by less than a quarter of respondents with regard to 

agricultural lending (see Figure 1).

As shown in Figure 1, the other types of lending—commercial real estate, commercial/

industrial, and small business—show significantly higher incidents of automation across 

all 10 processes, yet most remain at less than 50%. Of those, payment collection, portfolio 

monitoring, and risk rating are most likely to be automated. 

Perhaps more telling are responses regarding which processes could benefit from automation. 

While these numbers do show interest in more automation, there are still respondents—

notably in the agricultural lending area—who believe that no processes would benefit from 

additional automation (see Figure 2). 

There are 
respondents 
who believe 
that no 
processes 
would benefit 
from additional 
automation. 

Figure 1: Commercial Credit Processes Currently Automated

Source: Arizent/American Banker, December 2019

Commercial real estate Commercial & industrial Small business Agriculture

Payment Collection 54% 46% 48% 31%

Portfolio Monitoring 51% 42% 47% 27%

Risk Rating 50% 46% 42% 29%

Loan Processing/Servicing 44% 42% 38% 23%

Loan Document Prep/
Management

43% 42% 34% 19%

Generating Credit Memos 41% 44% 39% 22%

Customer Onboarding 38% 31% 31% 17%

Decisions & Approvals 33% 37% 34% 15%

Spreading 32% 26% 25% 11%

Covenant Monitoring 32% 34% 28% 16%

None 15% 17% 21% 38%
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“If you ask the lender, they’re always going to say, ‘My customer is unique.’ Almost every bank 

will tell you that,” says Elaine Wong, managing director at Moody’s Analytics and head of the 

firm’s credit assessment and origination unit. This view is at the core of lenders’ resistance to 

technology designed to streamline, expedite, and generally improve the lending process. The 

thinking is that automation is at odds with the in-depth analysis and one-on-one approach 

commercial bankers favor, especially for lending, considering the interdependence between 

the businesses and their owners, such as agricultural and small business.

However, the goal of technology is not to replace expertise, but rather to automate more 

mundane, time-consuming tasks, such as data collection and pinpointing anomalies in 

spreadsheets. The truth is, there is ample opportunity to streamline processes without 

stripping away the personal approach valued by lenders. What’s more, processing loans 

manually can actually be a disservice. “Professionals think that they’re serving the community 

better, but actually they’re not, because it’s going to cost more per credit to do it,” Wong says. 

When asked about the biggest obstacles in building out a digital credit process, respondents 

cite concerns about security, issues with data quality/accuracy, and lack of budget as the top 

three. Meanwhile, the common implementation issues they report experiencing are the ability 

to apply solutions across multiple business lines, little understanding of core business needs, 

and too many stakeholders to manage. 

The thinking is 
that automation 
is at odds with 
the in-depth 
analysis and 
one-on-one 
approach 
commercial 
bankers favor.

Figure 2: Commercial Credit Processes that Would Benefit from Automation

Source: Arizent/American Banker, December 2019

Commercial real estate Commercial & industrial Small business Agriculture

Loan Document
Prep/Management 58% 50% 47% 34%

Risk Rating 53% 48% 39% 35%

50% 48% 47% 32%
Payment Collection/

Loan Processing

47% 47% 38% 23%Portfolio Monitoring

46% 38% 33% 25%Customer Onboarding

43% 42% 35% 28%Generating Credit Memos

43% 44% 32% 25%Covenant Monitoring

41% 41% 31% 23%Spreading

41% 40% 43% 20%Decisions & Approvals

37% 43% 45% 24%

None

Loan Servicing

9% 11% 12% 26%
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Lenders 
are using 
technology 
to save time 
and improve 
accuracy, not 
to supplant 
industry 
professionals’ 
expertise. 

Digging down into the origination process, 38% of respondents are currently manually 

managing this, with 53% using in-house technology and 9% relying on a service provider. 

Clearly origination is an area ripe for more automation and more technology solutions to 

streamline the lending process right out of the gate. 

On the topic of artificial intelligence (AI), the majority of respondents indicate that there are 

at least high-level discussions being had about AI implementation within the credit process; 

30% are in the process of or already implementing AI (see Figure 3). Wong sees this mostly 

happening in the commercial and industrial lending side—less so on the small business and 

agricultural side, where entrenched views tend to disfavor technology as not being applicable 

to farmers and other enterprises with unique business needs.

“Major risks in agricultural lending are inventory-related, such as livestock, versus on the 

commercial/industrial side, where we’re talking about using AI to read the statements, extract 

information, and identify things that are abnormal from their financials or from their ratios,” 

Wong says. In other words, lenders are using technology to save time and improve accuracy—

not to supplant the ultimate expertise and knowledge provided by industry professionals. 

Figure 3: AI Implementation Phase

Source: Arizent/American Banker, December 2019
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Methodology
Moody’s Analytics commissioned Arizent and its brand, American Banker, to conduct a 

custom research study to understand the automation needs and challenges in commercial 

credit operations. The online survey was fielded in December 2019 among 100 respondents, 

including employees of banks with less than $9 billion in assets with knowledge about their 

institution’s day-to-day commercial credit operations.

About Moody’s Analytics
Moody’s Analytics provides financial intelligence and analytical tools to help business 

leaders make better, faster decisions. Our deep risk expertise, expansive information 

resources, and innovative application of technology help our clients confidently navigate an 

evolving marketplace. We are known for our industry-leading and award-winning solutions, 

made up of research, data, software, and professional services, assembled to deliver 

a seamless customer experience. We create confidence in thousands of organizations 

worldwide, with our commitment to excellence, open mindset approach, and focus on 

meeting customer needs. www.moodysanalytics.com

About Arizent Research
Arizent is a business information, media, and events company serving the financial, 

technology and healthcare industries. We advance communities of professionals and 

marketers, by uncovering powerful business ideas, connecting industry leaders around them, 

and tracking progress through research and benchmarks. Brands include Digital Insurance, 

American Banker, The Bond Buyer, PaymentsSource, Financial Planning, Accounting Today, 

and National Mortgage News. Arizent also hosts multiple events per year that guide industry 

professionals through leadership, technology, and policy disruption. www.arizent.com
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Focusing efforts around automating specific tasks that require a lot of manual labor can be a 

good way for lenders to start on the path toward digitizing commercial credit operations. This 

can not only help ease any lingering concerns over technology replacing expertise, but also 

helps establish an incremental process of implementation that can show immediate, tangible 

gains. During the recent pandemic, some organizations switched to remote working. To meet 

increased demand in risk monitoring and loan requests, these organizations tested the use of  

AI-assisted automated spreading. The results surpassed expectations and proved beneficial to 

the communities those organizations serve.

With that in mind, setting up a process that builds in what Wong calls “small wins” along the 

way can ensure the longevity and success of commercial credit automation projects, not just 

in terms of ROI, but also in winning over hearts and minds to the idea that technology can be 

a partner to better serve banking clients of all types. 

http://www.moodysanalytics.com
http://www.arizent.com 

