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C onsumers and microbusinesses1  today receive disbursements from 

a variety of sources for everything from payments for freelance 

work to store rebates. The main source and method of disburse-

ment, however, depends on who the recipient is. 

More than half of consumers and roughly 70 percent of microbusinesses 

received at least one nongovernment payment in the last 12 months. Dis-

bursements related to income and earnings or payments for goods sold online 

are the most common, accounting for more than two-thirds of payments 

to microbusinesses and nearly 30 percent of those made to consumers. 

These disbursements are often channeled through a wide variety of payment 

options, but about half of them utilize legacy methods such as ACH, paper 

checks or even cash. 

PYMNTS’ research has identified a perception gap between how fast con-

sumers and microbusinesses say they receive their payments and the actual 

methods payers claim to be using.

The majority of consumers, at 58.4 per-

cent, and microbusinesses, at 70.8 

percent, state that most of their non-

government payments come through 

noninstant methods and take more than 

a day to receive. Payers claim, however, 

that they make only 45.3 percent of their 

disbursements using noninstant methods 

and use faster methods for the remain-

der. The perception gap is especially large 

in select use cases, such as payments 

related to income and earnings and prod-

uct purchases. This perception gap is 

likely due to the fact that receivers cannot 

always distinguish between the payment 

methods used to disburse funds into 

their bank accounts. Receivers, moreover, 

most likely do not monitor their accounts 

constantly and therefore have no way 

of knowing with certainty how fast the 

payments reach their accounts. This sug-

gests that increasing receivers’ awareness 

regarding payment methods' speed can 

help receivers access their funds more 

quickly.

1 We define microbusinesses as businesses that employ less than three employees and generate $500,000 or less in annual revenue.

INTRODUCTION 

Increasing receivers’ 
awareness of the speed 
of a disbursements'  
payment method 

can help  
them access 
their funds 
more quickly.

58%
of consumers claim that  
most of their disbursements  
are paid via noninstant methods.
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These are some of the results of PYMNTS’ Understanding The Current State Of Dis-

bursements: Who Pays, Who Collects And What Payment Methods Are Used Playbook, 

a collaboration with Ingo Money. We surveyed more than 5,000 U.S. consumers and 500 

microbusinesses that receive disbursements, as well as 600 companies of all sizes that 

make disbursements. We gathered their views on payout options, payment methods used 

and prevalence of instant payment methods.

This is what we learned.

Nearly one-half of all disbursements are made using legacy payment 

methods. Insurance, lending and investment account disbursements 

are more likely to be paid using slower disbursement methods.

Income and earnings, such as payments to freelance or contract workers 

or goods sold online, are the most common sources of disbursement, 

accounting for 64.1 percent of payments to microbusinesses and 28.6 

percent of payments to consumers. Disbursements related to product 

purchases account for 21.1 percent of payments received by consumers 

and 14.9 percent of payments received by microbusinesses.

The bulk of these disbursements are still made using legacy payment 

methods, including regular ACH, which can take up to five business days, 

as well as checks and even cash: 49 percent of income and earnings 

disbursements made to consumers and 52 percent made to microbusi-

nesses rely on legacy payment methods. This is also true for 59 percent 

of insurance and lending-related disbursements to consumers and 50 

percent of investment account disbursements made to microbusinesses.

© 2020 PYMNTS.com All Rights Reserved

Business senders say they make payments to consumers and SMBs 

using instant payment methods, but consumers and microbusinesses 

perceive otherwise. 

PYMNTS’ research has identified a gap between senders’ and receivers’ 

perceptions when it comes to the use and availability of instant payment 

options. Consumers and microbusinesses, at 58.4 percent and 70.8 per-

cent, respectively, say that the most common payment methods through 

which they receive their nongovernment disbursements are traditional 

methods such as checks, noninstant digital methods and bank account 

deposits, resulting in them having to wait three to five days to access their 

funds. Only 35.6 percent of consumers’ disbursements and 24.4 percent of 

microbusinesses’ are received via faster methods such as same-day ACH, 

according to receivers. Even fewer payments, 6 percent of consumers’ and 

4.8 percent of microbusinesses’, are received via instant payment rails. 

Payers, however, claim that only 45.3 percent of their payments are made 

through noninstant digital methods, while 39.1 percent are made through 

faster methods and 15.6 percent are allegedly made through instant meth-

ods. 

This gap is likely related to the fact that receivers often cannot tell the 

difference between certain payment methods, such as ACH or noninstant 

digital methods, when they receive funds into their accounts. Receivers 

that do not closely monitor their accounts, moreover, do not know how 

fast funds are actually received. This may lead receivers to perceive they 

are being paid through different methods than the ones senders are actu-

ally using.

01
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Income and earnings and product purchase-related  

disbursements show the largest perception gap.

Consumers and microbusinesses report that 73.9 percent and 

84.8 percent, respectively, of their product purchase-related dis-

bursements are received through noninstant methods. Payers, 

on the other hand, say that only 42.8 percent of product pur-

chase-related payments are sent via noninstant methods, that 

38.8 percent are made in cash or through same-day ACH and 

18.4 percent are instant payments.

A relatively smaller but still significant perception gap exists 

with payments related to income and earnings. Consumers and 

microbusinesses say that 54.4 percent and 74.1 percent of these 

disbursements, respectively, are received through noninstant 

methods. Payers, however, claim that only 46.7 percent of these 

payments use noninstant methods.

03

74% 85%

received product purchase-related  
disbursements through noninstant methods.

04 Gen Z consumers and millennials are the most likely to have received 

instant payments.

Gen Z consumers are the most likely of all age demographics to have 

received an instant disbursement, with nearly 17 percent of nongovern-

ment payment recipients in this group having received at least one in the 

last year. Millennials are the second-most likely to have received instant 

payments, at 15.6 percent. Only 8 percent of baby boomers and seniors 

received an instant payment. Income and earnings and insurance and lend-

ing disbursements lead instant payment use among Gen Z consumers and 

millennials: 12.7 percent of Gen Z and 9.4 percent of millennials received 

an instant income and earnings-related payment, and 11.8 percent and 10 

percent, respectively, received an insurance and lending payment instantly.

These younger consumers are also more likely than other age groups to 

bank with financial institutions and insurance service providers that make 

instant payments available. This may explain why they are also leading the 

use of instant methods to receive their disbursements.

Instant disbursements are more commonly received for payments relating 

to insurance and lending, product purchases and income and earnings, 

as nearly 9 percent of consumers have received them. These are also the 

most commonly received disbursements by millennials and Gen Z con-

sumers. 

OF  
CONSUMERS

OF  
MICROBUSINESSES
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Understanding  
the types of  
disbursements 
consumers and 
microbusinesses 
receive 

M ore consumers and microbusinesses are receiving disbursements today, 

albeit for varied reasons and from varying sources. Our research shows 

that 68.1 percent of consumers have received at least one disbursement 

in the last 12 months, 7 percent more than in 2019.2 An even larger share 

of microbusinesses, at 73.1 percent, have received at least one disbursement in the 

same time period. 

The most common source of nongov-

ernmental disbursement consists of 

payments related to income and earnings, 

such as those for freelance or consulting 

work or for goods or services sold online. 

Our research shows that 64.1 percent of 

disbursements received by microbusi-

nesses and 28.6 percent of those to 

consumers fall into this category. This is 

followed by payments related to prod-

uct purchases, such as manufacturer or 

product rebates or warranty payments.

FIGURE 1:	

Types of disbursements received by consumers  
and microbusinesses 
Share of all nongovernment disbursements received,  
by use case
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2 Disbursements Satisfaction Report 2020: Monetizing Payout Choice. PYMNTS.com. 2020. https://www.pymnts.com/disbursements/2020/new-data-the-number-of-dis-
bursements-is-increasing-the-number-sent-instantly-barely-hits-10-percent/. Accessed September 2020.

https://www.pymnts.com/disbursements/2020/new-data-the-number-of-disbursements-is-increasing-the-number-sent-instantly-barely-hits-10-percent/
https://www.pymnts.com/disbursements/2020/new-data-the-number-of-disbursements-is-increasing-the-number-sent-instantly-barely-hits-10-percent/
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Our research reveals that the sources of disbursements received by consumers also 

tend to vary by generation and income. Millennials, especially those earning over 

$100,000 annually, are more likely to receive disbursements related to earnings. Our 

research shows that millennials received 36.9 percent of such disbursements and Gen 

X consumers accounted for 28.1 percent. Gen Z consumers, meanwhile, are the least 

likely to have received any type of disbursements, as 12.2 percent of income and earn-

ings-related disbursements were received by this group. 

Baby boomers and seniors, on the other 

hand, are the most likely recipients of 

payments related to product purchases, 

closely followed by millennials. These two 

groups account for 32.5 percent and 31.3 

percent, respectively, of disbursements in 

this category.

Larger microbusinesses that generate 

between $250,000 and $500,000 in annual 

revenues are the most likely recipients 

of any type of nongovernment disburse-

ments. Our data shows that 92.2 percent 

of large microbusinesses received a pay-

ment related to income and earnings and 

that 28.6 percent received one related to 

product purchases. This compares to 90.6 

percent and 21.3 percent, respectively, 

of small microbusinesses with annual 

revenues below $100,000 that received 

disbursements in those categories.
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FIGURE 2:	

Sources of disbursements to consumers 
Share of disbursements received by consumers, by generation and income level
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Nearly a third of baby 
boomers and seniors  
received disbursements 

related to  
product  
purchases.
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Sources of disbursements to microbusinesses 
Share of microbusinesses that received various types of 
disbursements, by annual revenue
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Consumers and microbusinesses receive 

their disbursements through a vari-

ety of payment methods. Our research 

shows that the majority of payments are 

received via old-school methods, includ-

ing three-to-five-day ACH, checks and 

cash. An average of 50.1 percent of con-

sumers’ disbursements and 49.9 percent 

of microbusinesses’ are received through 

legacy methods.

Certain use cases tend to rely more heav-

ily on legacy methods than others: 58.8 

percent of consumers' and 45 percent 

of microbusinesses' insurance and loan 

disbursements were made in this way. 

Disbursements related to product pur-

chases were more commonly received 

using digital methods, with legacy  

methods accounting for only 42.6 percent 

of consumers’ and 43 percent of micro-

businesses’ payments in this category.

TABLE 1:	

How consumers and microbusinesses perceive the methods used for their payments 
Share of nongovernment disbursements received through various payment methods, by use case
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Approximately 50 percent 
of consumers' and  
microbusinesses'  
disbursements

are received via legacy methods  
such as checks and regular ACH.



13    |    Disbursements Satisfaction

© 2020 PYMNTS.com All Rights Reserved

The payment method gap    |    14

The  
payment  
method  
gap

C onsumers and businesses want 

choice and convenience in 

receiving disbursements, but 

receivers’ perceptions of the 

disbursement experience tend to vary 

from those of payers. 

PYMNTS’ research shows that consum-

ers and microbusinesses say they receive 

most disbursements via noninstant  

methods, taking more than a day for 

recipients to have access to their funds. 

Consumers report receiving the bulk of 

their nongovernment disbursements 

via noninstant digital methods, at 24.1 

percent, and paper checks, at 21.1 per-

cent, while another 13.3 percent of 

disbursements are received through ACH 

payments that take three to five days to 

reach the recipient.

Use of noninstant digital methods is par-

ticularly high for payments received for 

goods sold online, at 45.3 percent, and 

product purchase-related payments, at 

40.1 percent. Paper checks, meanwhile, 

are used for 31.6 percent of insurance and 

loan payments. 

The prevalence of paper checks is even 

more widespread for B2B payments 

despite challenges associated with 

Paper 
checks

account for  
30 percent of  
disbursements  
received by  
microbusinesses.



15    |    Disbursements Satisfaction

© 2020 PYMNTS.com All Rights Reserved

The payment method gap    |    16

speed, error and reconciliation. Our sur-

vey findings reveal that microbusinesses 

on average receive 30 percent of their dis-

bursements through paper checks and an 

additional 30 percent through noninstant 

digital methods. Checks are particularly 

common for disbursements relating to 

business invoices and freelance and 

consulting contracts, whereas other non-

instant digital methods are used for 61.8 

percent of online sales-related disburse-

ments.

Businesses that issue disbursements, 

however, claim that nearly 55 percent 

of their payments are made via faster  

methods, including same-day ACH pay-

ments, cash and even instant payment 

methods. Same-day ACH payments are 

the most commonly used disbursement 

method, according to payers, account-

ing for 29.1 percent of payments. Instant 

methods are used in 15.6 percent of pay-

ments, and 10 percent of payments are 

made in cash. 

Noninstant digital payments and checks, 

on the other hand, are used by senders 

for issuing only 17.8 percent and 11.5 per-

cent of disbursements, respectively, a 

much lower share than both consumers 

and microbusinesses acknowledge for 

nongovernment payments.

Our research shows that the perception 

gap is greater for product purchase- 

related disbursements. Senders state 

that 38.8 percent of these disbursements 

use either cash or same-day ACH and 

that 18.4 percent are instant. Consum-

ers, meanwhile, say that 19.4 percent of 

payments in this category are received in 

cash or via same-day ACH and that only 

6.7 percent are instant. These shares are 

9.5 percent and 5.7 percent, respectively, 

for microbusinesses.

Receivers thus seem to overestimate the 

use of noninstant payment methods while 

underestimating their access to faster 

disbursement options. The reason for this 

gap is probably related to the fact that 

receivers, unless they constantly monitor 

their accounts, do not exactly know how 

long it takes for the funds to be available 

once a payment has been made. This gap 

also highlights the need for providers to 

promote awareness around the use and 

availability of instant payment options.

TABLE 2:	

The payment methods senders use 
Share of nongovernment disbursements sent through various payment methods, by use case
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Source: PYMNTS.com

FIGURE 4:	

How consumers, microbusinesses and payers receive 
and send their payments 
Share of nongovernment disbursements received 
through different payment methods
 

Share of disbursements sent by payers through different 
payment methods
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I nstant payments are steadily gaining 

ground due to consumers’ growing 

appetite for faster disbursements. 

PYMNTS’ research shows that 14 

percent of consumers received instant 

disbursements in 2020, up from 12.8 per-

cent in 2019 and 9.5 percent the year 

before.3 The use of instant payments for 

nongovernment disbursements, however, 

continues to be somewhat lower, as 12.7 

percent of consumers have received a 

nongovernment disbursement instantly 

in 2020.

Instant payment use and the generation gap    |    18

Instant  
payment use 
and the  
generation  
gap

The use of instant payments is partic-

ularly high among younger consumers, 

especially members of Gen Z. We found 

that 17.2 percent of Gen Z consumers 

report having received at least one non-

government instant disbursement in the 

last 12 months, which is 4.5 percentage 

points above the average. Fewer con-

sumers among older generations, on the 

other hand, receive instant disburse-

ments. Only 8 percent of baby boomers 

and seniors say they received one non-

government disbursement instantly. 

Other age groups lie in between, with the 

share of consumers receiving instant dis-

bursements decreasing slightly with age: 

15.6 percent of millennials, 15.4 percent of 

bridge millennials and 14.5 percent of Gen 

X consumers have reported receiving one 

instant nongovernment disbursement. 

Gen Z and millennial consumers are the 

most likely to have received an instant 

income and earnings disbursement, at 

12.7 percent and 9.4 percent, respec-

tively, as well as an instant payment 

related to insurance and lending, at 11.8 

percent and 10 percent, respectively. 

Fourteen  
percent of  
consumers

report receiving  
instant payments  
in 2020, up from  
9.5 percent in 2018.

2 Disbursements Satisfaction Report 2020: Monetizing Payout Choice. PYMNTS.com. 2020. https://www.pymnts.com/disbursements/2020/new-data-the-number-of-disburse-
ments-is-increasing-the-number-sent-instantly-barely-hits-10-percent/. Accessed September 2020.

https://www.pymnts.com/disbursements/2020/new-data-the-number-of-disbursements-is-increasing-the-number-sent-instantly-barely-hits-10-percent/
https://www.pymnts.com/disbursements/2020/new-data-the-number-of-disbursements-is-increasing-the-number-sent-instantly-barely-hits-10-percent/
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FIGURE 5:	

Consumers’ use of instant payments, by disbursement category 
Share of consumers who have received at least one instant payment in the last 12 months in select disbursement categories, 
by generation and income level
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These two use cases also show a rela-

tively higher use of instant payments, as 

the share of consumers receiving at least 

one instant disbursement is 8.9 percent 

for insurance and lending disbursements 

and 8.6 percent for income and earnings 

disbursements. Only 4.7 percent of baby 

boomers and seniors, by contrast, have 

received one instant payment for income 

and earnings-related disbursements, and 

just 3.4 percent reported receiving one 

insurance or lending payment instantly.

The use of digital banks and digital- 

native solution providers is more com-

mon among Gen Z consumers and 

millennials, while older generations tend 

to rely more heavily on traditional finan-

cial institutions. This may explain why the 

use of instant payments is greater among 

younger consumers, especially when it 

comes to insurance and lending-related 

disbursements.

The use of instant payments also relates 

to consumers’ income levels, as high- 

income consumers are more likely to 

receive instant payments than other indi-

viduals. An average of 14.3 percent of 

high-income consumers (those earning 

more than $100,000 annually) received 

at least one instant payment for their 

nongovernment disbursements, yet only 

10.6 percent of low-income consum-

ers (those earning less than $50,000 

annually) reported the same. Payments 

related to product purchases were again 

an exception to this trend, as there were 

no significant differences in instant pay-

ment use across income levels in this 

disbursement category: 8.7 percent of 

high-income consumers, 9 percent of 

middle-income consumers (those earn-

ing $50,000 to $100,000 annually) and 

9.2 percent of low-income consum-

ers used instant payments for product  

purchase-related disbursements. 

Instant payments are also most common 

among microbusinesses at both extremes 

of the size distribution: 9.2 percent 

of large microbusinesses that gener-

ate between $250,000 and $500,000 in 

annual revenues and 9 percent of small 

microbusinesses that generate less than 

$100,000 per year received one instant 

disbursement in the last year. Large 

microbusinesses are more likely to have 

received an instant income and earnings 

payment, at 8.5 percent, while 9.8 per-

cent of small microbusinesses received 

an investment account payment instantly.
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C onsumers and microbusinesses today receive a wide vari-

ety of disbursements through various payment methods, yet 

old-school options such as paper checks or ACH payments 

are the most common methods in use. Both consumers and 

microbusinesses have access to faster disbursement options, but they 

largely perceive that they are stuck with slow payments that are not 

available within the same day. This perception can affect their satisfac-

tion with the disbursement experience, even though many recipients 

are already receiving faster disbursements much more often than they 

realize. It is thus important for businesses to better communicate with 

their customers and raise awareness around the use and availability 

of faster disbursement options that promise to deliver the speed and 

convenience consumers crave.

CONCLUSION 
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