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Overview
Every month, shoppers buy some $400 billion1 worth of goods from American retailers. 
Many of those consumers are exempt from paying sales tax in certain transactions: teachers 
buying school supplies, government employees funding diplomatic missions, nonprofit 
workers purchasing items for fundraising events, and drop ship suppliers accepting orders for 
resale ... 

… and that’s just for starters. There are dozens of different exemptions that could be claimed 
in virtually any state on any given day.

Despite this reality, few retailers are equipped to properly process these tax-exempt 
transactions at the point of sale — or to document them come audit time. When staff is not 
adequately prepared to handle tax-exempt purchases at the point of sale, one of several 
things typically happens:

1. The customer is charged sales tax unnecessarily.

2. An employee exempts the purchase from sales tax but fails to collect or validate the 
correct exemption certificate.

3. Multiple managers get involved in a quest to locate appropriate compliance documents 
and operating procedures.

4. The customer abandons the purchase mid-transaction.

In each of these scenarios, the outcome can cause lasting damage. Research shows that 
customer satisfaction is directly correlated with how long shoppers have to wait2 in line — 
and this applies not only to the exempt customer but also to the people waiting behind him 
in line. eCommerce customers, meanwhile, are more likely to skip a sale than they are to 
call customer service when an exemption can’t be claimed easily: More than 21% abandon 
their carts when the process takes too long.3 For the growing retailer, the loss of first-time 
sales and repeat purchases can translate into a lot of missed revenue over that potential 
customer’s lifetime.
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And no matter how things play out, audit risks are virtually guaranteed to increase with 
every hurdle - from correctly capturing to validating and finally storing valid exemption 
certificates.

The question to ask is this:

If so many purchases are tax-exempt, why are so few retail stores and eCommerce 
websites equipped to quickly and painlessly collect the right compliance documents? 
And what can be done to correct this problem?

The answer lies in Avalara CertCapture — and not just within one app, but rather a robust 
suite of solutions powered by a single central platform. The CertCapture family of tools 
includes:

Avalara CertCapture: Automates the entire exemption certificate management 
process in one central platform

CertCapture for Retail: Enables in-store employees to validate and create new 
certificates in minutes at the point of sale

CertCapture for eCommerce: Allows customers to fill out certificates at checkout, in 
the shopping cart, and have them stored in their online accounts 

CertCapture Mobile Scan App: Lets mobile sales forces or in-store employees 
scan hard copies of certificates during checkout and have them sent directly to 
CertCapture

CertCapture Managed Services: Provides a dedicated team of exemption certificate 
specialists to handle the management process from start to finish

CertCapture Professional Services: Supplies integration options in real-time using 
REST APIs, or via two-way data file exchanges using a secure file transfer plan

In this executive brief, we’ll walk you through the benefits of each option, as well as specific 
problems solved by each module and real-life use cases.
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The Many Benefits of CertCapture
Transforming exempt shopping experiences
In store, online and in the field

CertCapture can be used to create a whole new shopping experience for tax-exempt 
customers and the employees assisting them — not to mention behind-the-scenes tax 
managers and analysts. 

Sales staff, credit departments, mobile workforces, and customers all benefit from 
CertCapture. Even auditors can take advantage of a special online portal that allows them 
to quickly access only the documents requested, making for much smoother audits.

For all of these things to happen, however, you’ll need to choose the right mix of solutions. 
CertCapture comes with many specialty modules and tools designed specifically for retail 
and eCommerce. It’s important to understand the difference between these solutions and 
decide which ones solve your company’s most pressing problems. 

Avalara CertCapture
CertCapture is the primary platform for exemption certificate management. It’s where 
captured exemption and resale certificates are securely stored and automatically validated, 
monitored, and updated. It’s also the place where current audit liability can be quickly 
assessed. CertCapture can be integrated with hundreds of other platforms for seamless 
sales processes.

The Challenge: Thorough documentation of all tax-exempt transactions to maintain sales 
tax compliance

Problems Solved: 
Poor and disorganized exemption certificate management processes are among the 
leading causes of sales and use tax audit exposure. Manual, error-prone systems for 
collecting and storing hard copy exemption certificates in filing cabinets or off-site storage 
makes it difficult to produce and verify exemption certificates on demand. 



CertCapture for RetailPage 4

Avalara CertCapture is a cloud-based solution that automates the entire process, digitally 
capturing and storing exemption certificates in a central repository where tax managers can 
easily pull reports, monitor expirations, and manage certificates to proactively maintain 
compliance. In addition to reducing the time spent searching for and pulling exemption 
certificates, CertCapture can be used to minimize audit surprises. Behind the scenes, your 
tax team can take a proactive approach to achieving compliance and more accurately 
anticipate what needs to be set aside in audit reserve funds.

CertCapture’s built-in visual reporting features also can be used to analyze and manage 
audit risk. For example, the CertCapture database can be queried at any time to answer 
questions such as:

What are the top five reasons our customers claim sales tax exemptions?

Where are the majority of exemption certificates coming from? Are there any states or stores 
where more staff training and resources are needed to support high volumes of tax-exempt 
purchases?

AGRICULTURE

CHARITABLE/EXEMPT

Top 10 Exempt Reasons

EXPOSURE: EXPIRED

EXPOSURE: INVALID

FEDERAL GOVERNMENT

ALABAMA

CALIFORNIA

Top 5 Exempt States

ARKANSAS

FLORIDA

GEORGIA
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At any time, you can also see how many exemption certificates are invalid or have expired. 
Armed with this knowledge, customers can be alerted more quickly at the point of sale 
when a new certificate is needed.

CertCapture is compliant with Statement on Standards for Attestation Engagements 16 
(SSAE 16) security protocols. This ensures that sensitive data in exemption certificates and 
other federal documents is securely stored in the cloud. 

Avalara CertCapture for Retail
This specialty module adds layers of additional functionality to CertCapture, enabling 
in-store employees to easily look up existing buyer exemption statuses and create new 
accounts and certificates in minutes. 

The Challenge: Collecting exemption certificates in-store at the point of sale

Problems Solved: 
CertCapture for Retail is designed specifically for in-store retail employees who would 
otherwise struggle to quickly and correctly process tax-exempt sales. Employees can easily 
look up an existing customer’s exemption status or create new accounts and certificates in 
minutes. Retailers use it to easily access exemption statuses and certificates at the point 
of sale, and to collect certificates on mobile devices and system registers. With the built-in 
CertCapture Certificate Wizard, employees no longer need to be tax experts to collect the 
correct exemption certificates: skip logic is used to create an exemption certificate from 
scratch based on customer’s responses to key questions. The certificate is then validated in 
real time.

With CertCapture for Retail, all required information is collected before the sale is made.  
Captured exemption certificates are sent directly to the secure CertCapture portal for 
management.

Avalara CertCapture for eCommerce 
Avalara CertCapture for eCommerce integrates with your existing digital storefront and 
order management software so that tax-exempt customers can fill out certificates at 
checkout and add them to online accounts.
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The Challenge: Allowing tax-exempt transactions to be completed online, without the need 
for customer support calls

Problems Solved: 
With the way most eCommerce sites are structured, there’s no way for customers to claim 
tax exemptions online. Often, a shopper will complete the entire checkout process only to 
discover at the tail end that there’s no link to click for sales tax exemptions and certificates. 
In these situations, customers might call customer service. Or they may go to another 
eCommerce site where tax-free transactions can be completed quickly online without the 
need for a customer service representative.

CertCapture for eCommerce eliminates this hurdle.

This solution integrates with your existing digital storefront and order management 
software to collect, validate, and store sales tax exemption certificates. The CertCapture 
Certificate Wizard makes it easy for customers to create certificates simply by answering a 
few key questions. You can select where to add this functionality and make it available to 
customers: during the online checkout process, within online customer accounts, or both. 

CertCapture Mobile Scan App
This add-on is the one to use when you need to speed up in-store checkout processes for tax 
exempt customers. The mobile app lets employees securely capture and store hard copies of 
exemption certificates in seconds.

The Challenge: Correctly capturing hard copies of exemption certificates in-store

Problems Solved: 
While online versions of exemption certificates are sufficient in most retail transactions, 
there are exceptions. For example: If the items being purchased are for use by government 
entities or foreign diplomats, some states will accept the certificates only — versions 
completed online are not considered valid in these instances. It’s very common for retail 
store staff and mobile sales forces to mistakenly send missing, partial, and incorrect 
certificates to corporate during these transactions. Their training is typically focused on 
sales and customer relations, and not the nuances of exemption certificate management.

With the CertCapture Mobile Scan App, a user answers a few short questions to determine 
the jurisdiction or state and reason for documentation, adds an email address
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for future correspondence, takes a picture, and then hits “submit.” The certificate is instantly 
encrypted and sent directly to Avalara CertCapture. For security, images are only viewable 
within the app and automatically deleted after 24 hours.

CertCapture Managed Services
Avalara’s Managed Services team is available to companies that need to devote more time 
to core business and less to managing exemption certificates. 

The Challenge: Every year, state auditors collect millions of dollars in sales tax liabilities 
from companies due to missing, invalid, and expired exemption certificates. The amount of 
time, money, and energy it takes to properly manage these compliance documents — and to 
achieve and maintain compliance — can be monumental. This is especially true for retailers 
whose customer base includes a high percentage of sales tax exempt organizations and 
individuals. 

Problems Solved: 
Avalara CertCapture’s trained exemption certificate experts take over the tedious work 
involved with validating, storing, tracking, and renewing exemption certificates. Employees 
can focus on strategic business activities while outsourced specialists keep the company 
audit-ready. The sales tax exemption experts ensure all certificates are complete and valid, 
and identify any that require follow up due to missing or incorrect information.

CertCapture Professional Services
For new CertCapture users, our professional services team is available to assist with setting 
up integrations and advising on customizations — whether that means tailoring the 
platform for drop shipments or simply implementing APIs and secure data transfers. 

Frontline Stories
When the right mix of solutions is used, Avalara CertCapture brings about noticeable 
changes. This automated solution not only prepares tax teams for smoother audits, but 
also makes a difference in store operations and customer satisfaction. The time it takes to 
complete tax-exempt sales decreases while compliance status simultaneously improves.



CertCapture for RetailPage 8

To get a picture of the difference Avalara CertCapture can make, consider the following real-
life stories:

The Checkout Line Disaster

Picture this:

Customer A walks into a local big box retail store. It’s one of more than 1,500 locations 
across North America. He does some quick shopping, then heads to the checkout line. When 
it’s his turn to pay, he tells the sales associate he’ll be making a tax-exempt purchase.

Turmoil ensues.

First, the cashier calls for his manager. The manager doesn’t know what to do, so she asks 
for a second manager to assist. The customer patiently explains that he can supply an 
exemption certificate to prove he is not required to pay sales tax on the items. The second 
manager doesn’t know what the certificate looks like, let alone how to find it or where to 
store a completed one. After several calls and conversations, they complete the sale and 
hope the documentation they’ve collected is correct. 

The process took 30 minutes.

The story above is based on a real-life encounter, with the name of the retailer intentionally 
left out to ensure anonymity. However, there is a catch: 

Customer A also happened to be an Avalara sales tax expert. He was intrigued by the 
process and willing to patiently wait and see how store staff handled the request. Most 
customers are not willing to wait that long. 

Research shows that a wait time of longer than 10 minutes can do serious damage to a 
retail store’s sales and reputation. In one survey, 48% of customers viewed long wait times 
as an indicator the business was poorly run, while 52% chose to shop somewhere else as a 
result.4 

And while 94% felt that waiting five to 10 minutes was reasonable, they only thought they 
were waiting that long. People tend to overestimate how long they’ve waited in a line by 
about 36%.5 This psychology of queuing means that idle waiting — such as standing around 
while the customer at the front of the line attempts to have a tax-exempt transaction com-



CertCapture for RetailPage 9

pleted — feels a lot longer to customers than occupied time.
 
With CertCapture for Retail and the Mobile Scan App, exemption certificates are collected 
within seconds — right at the register.

It happens online, too…

Nearly 70% of American consumers shop online monthly or more, and average $114 per 
online order.6 Many of those eCommerce customers have sales tax exemptions to claim. 
When shopping online, they typically see one of two checkout windows:

The first allows customers to enter exemption information during checkout and complete 
the transaction without paying taxes. The certificate is automatically stored in a secure 
online portal, where it can be accessed easily and managed by the company’s tax analysts. 
Customers can also save certificates to their online accounts.

The second does not acknowledge tax-exempt purchases, let alone enable them. A 
customer will have to engage with a customer service representative who may or may not 
be familiar with exemption certificates and the company’s process for collecting them. 

How many consumers will make that call? Not many, according to recent research. In 
one survey, 25%7  of eCommerce customers said they opt to abandon their shopping carts 
when a preferred payment option isn’t available. In another study, more than half (56%) of 
shoppers8 said that unexpected costs at checkout was a top reason they choose to simply 
leave an eCommerce site without completing their purchases.

With CertCapture for eCommerce, online shoppers can submit exemption certificates as 
part of the automated checkout process and then save them to their accounts.
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The Unanticipated Audit Nightmare

The following story comes from CertCapture’s founder. It’s one of many audits she conducted 
during her time as a state auditor ... 

An auditor walked into a local business — one of several selected for a random sampling in 
Texas. After sorting through hard copy files for several days, she handed the owner her final 
assessment. It was for $25,000. In 1994. 

The shocked small business owner claimed the amount of back taxes and penalties he now 
owed was likely going to force him to shut down the company. It pained the auditor, who 
had no choice but to report it.

In the years that followed, fees and fines assessed by that same auditor continued to grow. 
In most instances, it was because of exemption certificates. Often, just a handful of missing 
and incomplete documents resulted in assessments of tens of thousands of dollars — or 
millions for big retail brands.

Usually, noncompliance was the result of actions taken by employees who worked in sales, 
credit, or customer relations and had no training in tax law. They didn’t know what or when 
to collect from exempt buyers, and as a result would often void sales tax without bothering 
to collect certificates.

The CertCapture suite includes a variety of options that make it insanely easy for anyone to 
locate correct certificates at the point of sale. 

For example: 

• If a customer has made an exempt purchase in the past, employees can use 
CertCapture to confirm the customer still has a valid exemption certificate on file.

• For first time purchases, the employee can create a new account and certificate in 
minutes. 

• When it’s time for an audit, up-to-date exemption certificates are stored in a secure, 
central repository. A special portal allows the auditor to see only the certificates 
requested for fast access and analysis. See What CertCapture Can Do 
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Get Started.
Discover the right 
mix of solutions for 
your company at:

certcapture.avalara.com  
            or call  
844-722-5748 today.

Avalara, Inc., is a leading provider of cloud-based tax compliance automation for businesses of all sizes. We help businesses achieve compliance with transactional 
taxes, including VAT, sales and use, excise, communications, and other tax types. Avalara delivers comprehensive, automated, cloud-based solutions that are fast, 
accurate, and easy to use.  Our Compliance Cloud™ platform helps customers manage complicated and burdensome tax compliance obligations imposed by state, 
local, and other taxing authorities throughout the world.
 
Avalara offers more than 500 hundred pre-built connectors into leading accounting, ERP, ecommerce and other business applications. Each year, the company 
processes billions of indirect tax transactions for customers and users, files hundreds of thousands of tax compliance documents and tax returns, and manages 
millions of exemption certificates and other compliance related documents.

REV 062017

See What CertCapture Can Do
For Your Company and Customers
With Avalara CertCapture, “fast” and “friendly” go hand in hand. The solution in-
tegrates with hundreds of other solutions, from ERPs and CRMs to tax, accounting 
and POS software to keep customers’ tax statuses updated across all of your ac-
counts. With the right mix of CertCapture solutions, it’s possible to overcome even 
the biggest compliance challenges while keeping tax-exempt customers happy 
while.

Discover the right mix of solutions for your company at certcapture.avalara.com.

About Avalara Compliance Document Management
Avalara helps organizations reduce audit risks and increase compliance by provid-
ing an easy-to-use, cloud-based solution that manages a comprehensive range 
of tax-related compliance documents, including sales tax exemption certificates, 
federal withholding forms and excise business licenses. 
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