
In this report, we will explore how automation, along with 
enterprise-wide collaboration via integrated systems and 
comprehensive solutions, can increase efficiency and 
significantly improve your organization’s financial operations. 
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In the current business environment, where organizations 
increasingly work with a range business partners across multiple 
geographical locations, finance departments are undergoing a 
much-needed evolution. Manual processes and redundancies in 
employee tasks add increased costs while putting the 
organization at risk for inaccurate data and poor partner 
relationships. To minimize these challenges, top-performers 
have altered the configuration of their finance departments, as 
well as the technology that they use to support them.  

Automation is integral to overcoming the numerous operational 
hurdles associated with accounts payables and receivables. 
Shared services centers and centralized finance technology that 
digitizes formerly manual processes can solve problems 
internally. Externally, supplier networks can improve 
communication with the extended enterprise, reducing costs 
and improving accuracy. In this report, we will explore how 
automation, along with enterprise-wide collaboration via 
integrated solutions and comprehensive systems, can 
significantly improve your organization’s financial operations. 

Perceived Pressures in Financial Operations 

Before we identify those systems and solutions that will help 
improve financial management and operations, it makes sense 
to take a look at the leading pressures organizations face. The 
data provided below is two-pronged. Figure 1 is more macro in 
nature, and presents a broader, corporate assessment of 
pressures driving changes to improve financial management. 
Figure 2 is more micro in nature, and addresses some specific 
pressures identified by accounts receivables teams.  

Automation is integral 
to overcoming the 
numerous operations 
hurdles associated with 
accounts payables and 
receivables 
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Figure 1: Organizational Pressures to Improve Financial 
Management 

At the macro-level (Figure 1), the greatest number of 
respondents (37%) pointed to the time it takes to complete 
financial processes, along with the demands they make on 
internal resources, as a leading pressure they face. Reducing the 
time and manpower required for financial processes will 
definitely free up resources to focus on other noted pressures, 
such as expediting the delivery of financial information, 
increasing collaboration, and accommodating a higher volume 
of transactions.  

These pressures can also be addressed through automated 
financial solutions. Automating the more “mechanical” aspects 
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of finance operations means a reduction in the manpower 
required to process outgoing invoices or incoming payments. It 
also ensures greater accuracy by removing the potential for 
manual errors in processing, not to mention faster turn-around 
times.  

Automating financial operations acts as a counter-balance that 
brings operational tasks back to equilibrium. It frees up manual 
resources to address customer/supplier needs, better manage 
inquiries, and support internal tasks or campaigns that require 
more dedicated, personal attention.  

 Moving to the micro-level, let’s address the specific pressures of 
AR, and through this lens see how some fundamental 
components of financial operations come into focus. Figure 2 
(below) shows that the greatest number of respondents (45% 
and 40%, respectively) named the need for improved cash flow 
projections and the drive to reduce Day Sales Outstanding 
(DSO)as the two greatest pressures they face.  

Reducing the time for DSO ultimately means bringing in revenue 
faster — and there is no company, nor any AR team, that doesn’t 
make this a priority. Analytics married with the effective use of 
enterprise-wide solutions helps with profiling and promotes a 
better understanding of the customer. This can assist with 
forecasting and more accurately anticipating risk delays in 
receiving customer payments (the third named pressure for AR). 
Finally, automated processes free up resources that can help to 
mitigate and (ideally) expedite the collections process.  

Defining the Maturity Class 
Framework 
The Aberdeen Maturity Class 
Framework is used to define top-
performing survey respondents. 
Classified by their self-reported 
performance across several key 
metrics, each respondent falls into 
one of three categories: 
 
Best-in-Class: Top 20% of 

respondents based on 
performance 

 
Industry Average: Middle 50% of 

respondents based on 
performance 

 
Laggard: Bottom 30% of 

respondents based on 
performance 

 
All Others is Industry Average and 

Laggard combined 
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Figure 2: Leading AR Team Pressures 

 

Interestingly enough, improving transaction efficiency, while 
only identified by 19% of respondents as a top pressure, is 
essentially an amalgamation of the two macro-pressures 
(processes taking too long or requiring too many resources and 
the demand for expedited financial data delivery) discussed 
above. It highlights some of the disconnect between the financial 
pressures as perceived at the corporate level and pressures as 
they are viewed at the team level, in this case AR. It also points to 
the value of collaborative, enterprise-wide solutions which 
satisfy the individual demands of respective teams and those of 
the corporate stakeholders. 
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Dealing with the top four AR pressures has far-reaching 
consequences. Improved transaction efficiency allows time and 
energy to be focused on more proactive, rather than reactive, 
customer-centric tasks, such as mitigating risk and managing the 
collections process. By better managing risk and collections, 
there is greater potential to reduce DSO. Building out customer 
payment profiles, effectively understanding customer risk, and 
attacking DSO bottlenecks facilitates better analysis for more 
accurate cash flow guidance and forecasting. When information 
pertaining to all these elements is easily and readily available, 
and updated collaboratively in real-time on enterprise-wide 
solutions, the advantages are clear.  

Reviewing the Challenges Within Accounts Payables 

Business is a two-way street. Collecting revenue via AR is an 
obvious priority. But, appeasing suppliers with timely payments 
is equally vital to the success of the organization. Having 
discussed the AR side of things, let’s take a look at the top 
pressures faced by AP teams (Figure 3) as uncovered by 
Aberdeen Group research. 

Figure 3: Revealing the Pressures Faced by AP Teams 
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Stakeholders who make finance-related decisions for 
procurement, investing, and forecasting rely heavily on the 
accuracy of data to reduce risk. For this reason, it should come 
as no surprise that the demand for real-time data is a principal 
challenge for AP teams. AP solutions featuring automation can 
execute data transferal in real-time to integrated systems where 
the data may then be accessed. 

As companies grow, they begin working with more suppliers and 
handling more invoices. This places more stress on AP teams. 
Automated solutions for document imaging and extraction can 
help reduce this stress. 

With this influx of suppliers and invoices comes the additional 
challenge of archiving and cataloging these invoices. The ability 
to locate and reference invoices is crucial to finance-based 
relationship management.  AP solutions operating on 
centralized platforms make it easier to find the information you 
seek, and provide comprehensive historical data you can pull as 
needed. 

Enjoy the Fruits of Automation  

Today’s finance solutions offer a range of capabilities that 
improve financial operations and address both sets of pressures 
outlined in Figures 1 and 2. In Figure 4 (below), we see how the 
use of these solutions by Best-in-Class differs from their use by 
All Others (see side bar on page 4 detailing maturity class 
distinctions and here on page 7 for performance metrics). The 
data overwhelmingly illustrates how the Best-in-Class leverages 
the automated capabilities of financial solutions to alleviate 
pressures and improve overall performance. 

http://aberdeen.com
http://www.twitter.com/aberdeengroup
http://www.linkedin.com/company/aberdeen-group
http://www.aberdeen.com/


 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Digital Finance Operations Landscape: Improve Efficiency and 
Accuracy Via Collaborative Systems 

 

www.aberdeen.com 

8 

Figure 4: Critical Financial Management Capabilities  
Employed with Automated Solutions

 

Two capabilities employed by Best-in-Class organizations stand 
out above all others. The first is the use of automated financial 
reporting; Best-in-Class organizations are twice as likely as All 
Others to take advantage of this capability. The accuracy and 
time-savings this provides addresses the demand for expedited 
delivery of financial information.  

The second, related capability overwhelmingly adopted by the 
Best-in-Class is the ability to recognize revenue separately from 
billing. The ability to recognize revenue separately from billing 
supports both greater accuracy in cash flow guidance and DSO 
management. Real-time visibility into and control of all cash 
account balances, enjoyed 17% more often by the Best-in-Class, 
also facilitates accurate cash forecasting/guidance. The direct 
importing of bank cleared transactions means that information 
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Best-in-Class All Others

Financial Management Metrics 
Here we benchmark comparisons 
between of various KPIs which 
helped evaluate and measure 
respondents as Best-in-Class versus 
All Others: 
 
Percentage of reports delivered in 
time needed by managers: 
Best in Class   91% 
All Others  71% 
 
Percentage of accurate reports in last 
12 months: 
Best in Class   93% 
All Others  80% 
 
Accuracy of revenue forecast: 
Best in Class   +/- 8% 
All Others  +/- 16% 
 
Increase in revenue 
Best in Class   12% 
All Others  7% 
 
Government audits over past two 
years 
Best in Class   1.47 
All Others  2.18 
 
Days to report a global cash position 
Best in Class   1.90 
All Others  7.46 
 
Accuracy of global cash forecasting 
Best in Class   3% 
All Others  8% 
 
Accuracy of global cash forecasting 
Best in Class   3% 
All Others  8% 
 
Source: Aberdeen Group, Jun 2014 
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is delivered with greater efficiency and manual recon of 
transactions needn’t bog down resources.  

Automation quickly and efficiently moves data through the 
channels of business. Process bottlenecks, often requiring 
human intervention, are removed; errors are reduced.  

Features to Improve AP and Accounting Functions 

As a company’s business improves, so does the volume of AP 
transactions. Companies on this trajectory need to figure out 
how to process a growing numbers of transactions without a loss 
in productivity. Those who are able to make payments 
consistently or ahead of contractual payment dates may even 
enjoy savings benefits. At the very least, maintaining timely 
payments offers a clear path to improved supplier relations, 
which can in turn lead to preferential treatment.  Figure 5 
(below) highlights how the Best-in-Class make use of solutions 
promoting efficiency in AP and elsewhere. 

Transactional Processing & Risk 
Management Between Best-in-
Class and All Others 

Enjoy continuous process monitoring: 
Best-in-Class – 71% 
All Others – 41% 

Have the ability to identify and 
quantify risk exposure: 
Best-in-Class – 61% 
All Others – 39% 
 
Exercise the ability to evaluate credit: 
Best-in-Class – 67% 
All Others – 51% 
 
Streamline and centralize payment 
processing: 
Best-in-Class – 67% 
All Others – 59% 
 

 

Percentage of respondents, n = 100      Source: Aberdeen 
Group, June 2014 
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Figure 5: Streamlining Accounting and Various FinOps   

 

The importance of integrating accounting and payroll in 
financial operations is worth noting. Representing a significant 
portion of outgoing funds, automating the payroll process on a 
centralized, fully integrated solution, provides several benefits 
including: increased data accuracy; reduction of a manual 
resources allocated to the task; and improved updates to the 
real-time information key decision makers rely on for vital 
business decisions. Almost three quarters of Best-in-Class are 
organizations, compared to just over half of All Others, have 
made this best practice part of their financial operations.  
Capabilities enhancing tax calculations improve the accuracy 
and efficiency in accounting functions, while the ability to 
support workflow approval expedites much of the processing of 
payments requiring authorization. It’s no surprise that the Best-
in-Class are 53% and 29% more likely, respectively, to utilize 
such capabilities. 

Finally, streamlined and centralized (outgoing) payment 
processes are essential to accuracy in payments. By centralizing 
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this function, all necessary inputs are more likely to be received 
and applied appropriately. As you can see, Best-in-Class are 
slightly ahead of All Others when it comes to adoption of this 
capability.   

T&E Expense Integration with Enterprise Expense Management 
Applications 

A consistent expense that must be handled within financial 
operations is Travel & Expense management. Integrating these 
functions within enterprise-wide solutions, largely in an 
automated fashion (where accrued expenses are recorded via 
source capture capability, which excludes manually processing 
paper receipts) improves accuracy and downstream financial 
adjustments.  Figure 6 below illustrates this, particularly where 
Best-in-Class organizations are 2.4x as likely to integrate T&E 
expenses with enterprise expense management. 

Figure 6: Integrated T&E and Enterprise Expense 
Management Systems 
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Best-in-Class Organizations Champion Systems that Support 
Enterprise-Wide Collaboration 

While automation is key to reducing manual touches and human 
errors, as well as expediting outputs, if data is not integrated into 
the appropriate systems and managed so as to provide fast and 
easy access, any gains in operational efficiency will be lost. For 
this reason, automation must be complemented with enterprise-
wide collaboration. The two go hand-in-hand. 

The data in Figure 7 shows how far ahead the Best-in-Class are 
when it comes to collaboration. For example, 89% of the Best-in-
Class use centralized repositories to house financial data and 
information, compared to a mere 58% of All Others.  

Figure 7: Integrated System Capabilities  
Driving Collaboration 
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Centralized repositories not only reduce potential redundancies 
in task management, they also let more eyes review, and either 
question or validate, the collected information. Furthermore, a 
central repository ensures that all stakeholders are working 
(literally and figuratively) from the same page. Finally, since data 
is less disjointed, inquiry management gets better. 

Best-in-Class organizations are also much more committed (78% 
vs. 43%) to enterprise-wide collaboration and data sharing. One 
way this collaborative mindset plays out is in the ability for users 
to annotate, share, and work on reports in real time. Best-in-
Class organizations are 2.3 times as likely to support this 
capability. 

The collaborative efforts of both systems and 
teams/departments ensures maximum efficiency by receiving all 
data, in the most expedited manner. Digitalization at both the AP 
and AR end of operations expedites data retrieved and/or 
exported in invoice and payment processing. Business networks 
integrate customer and supplier data as well — best in class 
were 57% more likely to have this capability. By maintaining a 
centralized location, it is easier to find, amend, and utilize this 
critical data.  Diagram 1 below illustrates this concept. 
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The remaining two capabilities appearing in Figure 7 approach 
collaboration externally and involve the ability to integrate and 
share data with customers and suppliers. Shared services 
centers play an integral role here. By centralizing disparate 
operations, along with implementing universally standardized 
corporate processes, companies can minimize operational gaps, 
redundancies, bottlenecking, and other such inefficiencies. 

The narrow, laser-like focus of shared services enables superior 
and more agile execution. For example, because all functions 
within a shared service center are centralized, this makes it 
vastly easier to update and implement new, relevant 
technologies. What’s more, the reduction in redundancies and 
the streamlining of processes ultimately yields favorable cost 
savings. 

Benchmarking the Benefits: Automation or No Automation 

Table 1 (below) provides metrics comparing financial 
operational performance where automation is used, and where 
it is not. Given the ability to process 3.9 times as many invoices, 
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and a 63% higher STP rate, the efficiencies afforded by 
automation are clear. The reduced processing costs are equally 
compelling, with automated solutions providing a 51% cost 
savings per invoice transaction. 

Table 1: Metric Comparisons 

Performance Comparisons 
With 

Automation Without Automation 
How many invoices does your organization process per 
month?               23,084.83                    5,886.84  
How many different suppliers submit invoices per 
month?                2,281.52                    1,297.63  
What is your organization's payment processing cost for 
processing single payment from receipt through 
transaction clearance w/ revenue settled? $5.13 $10.55 
Straight Through Process (STP) rate, or the percentage 
of invoices received, validated, and approved for 
payment in a completely automated manner 52% 32% 
What is your organization's current performance in 
percent of accounts receivable that are PAST DUE? 9% 10% 
Processing time – the total time required to process 
invoices from initial receipt until approved for payment 
(including weekends) 7.65 days 8.40 days 
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With performance metrics such as these, it is hard to imagine 
why anyone would oppose automating financial operations. The 
data demonstrates that automation is integral to improved 
efficiency; with such efficiency, there is plenty of room to 
reallocate resources and refocus energies.  

Key Takeaways  

The argument in favor of automation is a strong one, and it gets 
even stronger when you combine automation with integrated 
systems across the enterprise. The points below summarize our 
findings.  

 Automated processes can greatly improve operational 
efficiency, freeing up resources and greatly reducing 
costs. Automated AP/AR automated solutions play the 
central role. Other avenues to increased operational 
efficiency include shared services centers and moving 
platforms to the cloud (see sidebar for brief overview of 
cloud benefits).  

 Enterprise-wide collaboration and intradepartmental 
efforts provide more efficiently produced and accurate 
data. Shared services centers that centralize AP/AR 
processing from various corporate locations, along with 
cloud-based solutions with their superior remote access, 
all help to support collaborative efforts. 

 Integrated financial systems increase organizational 
collaboration. They also provide more enterprise-wide, 
analytical, and insightful information. 
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 Mitigating risk, both at the regulatory and 
supply/demand side of business, remains an integral 
concern and should be managed holistically.  

 Organizations who employ Automated (AP/AR) solutions 
were significantly more likely to benefit from 
capabilities identified to alleviate financial 
management pressures, while simultaneously working 
to achieve departmental goals.  

Conclusion: 

Given the arguments presented, along with our key findings, we 
lastly present final recommendations for improving financial 
operations: 

 Integrate your systems. Financial operations are best 
served when combined with automated accounting 
solutions and enterprise-wide, integrated systems. This 
undeniably accelerates and improves access to the data 
necessary for critical decisions. It also frees up resources 
to focus on customer-centric tasks.  

 Maximize collaborative capabilities. Tying in various 
department and business functions via a centralized data 
repository and integrated systems fosters greater cross-
corporate collaboration and all its benefits.  

 Promote the cultural change emphasizing 
collaboration. Integrated systems drive greater 
efficiency and accuracy in data. However, if units 
continue to operate independently or in silos, the 
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benefits of such systems are muted. Corporate culture 
must reflect the need for all to embrace collaboration.  

By adopting these recommendations, there is little doubt 
that you will establish the foundation for greater efficiency in 
your financial operations. Collaboration will make your 
organization stronger. Cost savings, the focus on customer 
relations, and improved analytics around suppliers will grow 
in turn. Ultimately, we believe your financial management 
team will find success in its ability to better manage its 
operations. 

For more information on this or other research topics, please visit www.aberdeen.com. 
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