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About this Report
In May of 2016, CFO Research conducted a survey among senior finance executives at large 
companies to examine how well they thought their financial planning and analysis (FP&A) 
systems and processes supported rapid decision making.

We gathered a total of 308 complete survey responses. Respondents represent a broad range 
of company segments, as follows:

Title 
Director or manager of financial planning 19%
Chief financial officer (CFO) or equivalent 15%
Chief executive officer (CEO), president,  
   managing director, or equivalent 15%
Director of finance 14%
Controller 11%
Executive vice president (EVP) or  
   senior vice president (SVP) of finance 10%
Treasurer   8%
Vice president (VP) of finance   4%
Other senior finance title    5%

 
Revenue 
US$500 million—US$1 billion 31%
US$1 billion—US$5 billion 32%
US$5 billion—US$10 billion 18%
US$10 billion—US$20 billion 11%
US$20 billion or more   8%
  
Industry 
Financial services/Real estate/Insurance 18%
Construction   9%
Wholesale/Retail trade   9%
Auto/Industrial/Manufacturing   9%
Chemicals/Energy/Utilities   8%
Business/Professional services   7%
Software/Internet/Networking   6%
Education   5%
Food/Beverages/Consumer packaged goods   5%
Hardware/Electronics   5%
Transportation/Warehousing   4%
Health care   4%
Public sector/Government (other than education)   4%
Telecommunications   3%
Pharmaceuticals/Biotechnology/Life sciences   2%
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Media/Entertainment/Travel/Leisure   2%
Aerospace/Defense   1%
Nonprofit   1%
 
Region 
North America (United States and Canada) 26%
Europe 25%
Asia/Pacific (including India and Australia) 25%
Latin America (including Mexico) 24%
 
Country 
Argentina     4%
Australia     5%
Brazil   10%
Canada     6%
China (other than Hong Kong)     8%
France     6%
Germany     8%
Hong Kong (People’s Republic of China)     3%
India     5%
Mexico   10%
Spain     7%
Singapore     5%
United Kingdom (England, Scotland, Wales, 
  and Northern Ireland)     5%
United States   20%

Age 
Under 25 years 6%
25-34 years 23% 
35-44 years 33%
45-54 years 26%
55-64 years 11%
65 years or above 1%
Prefer not to answer 1%
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Using Financial Planning 
and Analysis to Provide 
Instant Business Insights and 
Dynamic Decision Making
Today’s digital economy is a fast-changing one. Digital businesses are connecting vast 
amounts of data from across companies’ value chains in real time, and business leaders are 
increasingly called upon to make decisions more quickly and more confidently in response to 
new information. 

In other words, business managers need to be able to dynamically plan “in the moment”—that 
is, develop instantaneous responses to business changes using up-to-the-minute data sets of 
any size at any time. To do so, they will increasingly rely on their companies’ finance functions 
for the most current and credible financial data, as well as the most insightful financial 
analysis. And these demands will put new stresses on the processes and systems companies 
use for financial planning and analysis (FP&A). 

As a financial planning director from a French manufacturing company cautions in a recent 
survey, conducted by CFO Research and sponsored by SAP, in today’s business environment 
managers constantly must guard against “drown[ing] in an excessive influx of information.” 
In his view, the “proper integration of systems” will be crucial for overcoming the challenges 
posed by a data-rich business environment.

These were among the key findings of the global survey, conducted in May of 2016 among 
senior finance executives who worked at companies with more than $500 million in annual 
revenue. The survey respondents come from a broad range of industries and represent 
companies located in North America, Latin America, Europe, and the Asia/Pacific region. 
In the survey, we examined finance executives’ views on how well the current systems and 
processes their companies use for FP&A are able to support management’s need to keep up 
with an accelerating flow of information. 

From the 308 responses we received from finance executives, three key themes emerged that 
illuminate the path to the future of financial planning and analysis:

◗  Finance leaders are under increasing pressure to work collaboratively with other business 
managers to deliver FP&A “in the moment.” 

◗  Finance executives believe that tighter integration among their companies’ different 
information systems (i.e., financial planning solutions, ERP, amd other systems of record) is 
needed to promote accurate and efficient data sharing and collaboration.

◗  Streamlining data flows will help finance executives and their companies better meet the 
challenges of the pace of change within a digitalized business model.
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Finance leaders are feeling increased pressure to deliver FP&A  
“in the moment.”

In the survey, finance executives describe an environment in which they will be required to 
work more closely with other managers to provide insightful analysis that is based on the 
most current and the most credible financial data. For it to be useful in guiding business 
decisions, the planning data that finance functions work with must match the actual data 
managers have at their fingertips from their various performance reporting systems.

Almost universally, finance executives acknowledge that the ability to provide instant access 
to financial planning and analysis is becoming more important than ever in supporting their 
companies’ management in making the right decisions at the right times. Nearly all the 
respondents (94%) agree that, over the next two years, the ability to dynamically plan “in the 
moment” will become much more important for their companies in allowing them to react to a 
fast-changing business landscape. (See Figure 1.) In fact, nearly half of all respondents (48%) 
agree strongly with this statement—an indication of the importance finance leaders place on 
being responsive to their management colleagues’ need for accurate and timely insights. 

As a result, nearly all respondents (93%) also expect that, in this environment, their finance 
functions will feel increased pressure to provide managers with instant access to financial 
information. They are committed to supporting their management’s need to dynamically plan 
“in the moment,” and they recognize that this requires a commitment to improving the ease 
with which decision makers can use financial analysis.

Achieving this level of collaboration requires tools that enable finance to share insights and 
analysis across the business. In that regard, most respondents (87%) expect that their finance 
functions will be called upon to provide appealing, insightful, and interactive visualizations of 

FIGURE 1. Finance executives expect increased pressure to deliver  
“in the moment” FP&A.

Over the next 
two years…

The ability to dynamically plan “in the moment” will 
become much more important for my company to 

react to a fast-changing business landscape. 

94%

The pressure on my company’s finance function to 
provide managers with instant access to financial 

information will increase.

93%

1
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financial information. Delivering financial analysis in formats that make insights and analysis 
more shareable across the organization clearly is high on finance’s agenda. 

Nearly as many respondents (86%) know that they also will be under increased pressure 
to integrate planning processes across functions. A director of finance for a large U.S. 
manufacturer highlights the ways in which a lack of integration undercuts management’s 
ability to make effective use of the data that they have:

“We have lots of high-quality data being managed in silos in the different functional 
areas. This data is supported by good logistics and financial systems. However, all 
this data was telling us different stories depending on its origin (sales, logistics, 
finance...). We lacked a single story of what was happening.”

Clearly, in this director’s view, having all the company’s managers on the same page—that 
is, working with “a single story of what was happening”—is central to high-quality decision 
making. This respondent goes on to say that his company has already begun taking steps 
to resolve the problem: “With the deployment of a more structured S&OP [systems and 
operations planning] system, we are able to overcome quite a few of these obstacles. We are 
far from where we would like to be, but we are at least in the right track to get there.”

Unfortunately, other respondents report that they are facing similar obstacles and that the 
information tools they are using simply are not up to the task. Many of them see their current 
financial planning systems falling short of the demands they expect will be placed on them—
more than eight out of ten respondents (87%) believe that the processes and systems they 
currently use for FP&A will require substantial improvements in order to support the need to 
dynamically plan “in the moment.” With more pressure on the horizon, finance needs better 
FP&A capabilities.

The highest levels of data sharing and collaboration require  
tightly-integrated systems.

One of the largest obstacles finance leaders say their functions are grappling with is the 
amount of manual intervention required by their current systems. The more time finance 
professionals spend in making sure data generated by different information systems 
matches up and is credible, the less time they have for working with business managers 
to provide high-value financial analysis. As the controller of a large U.S. company in the 
transportation industry explains, “[The lack of an automated] financial planning and 
analysis tool means manual time-consuming processes to produce budgets, trends, and 
forecasts.” 

Survey respondents indicate that the root of the problem may lie in the lack of integration 
between the different parts of their firms and the information systems they use in managing 
the business. At the highest levels of integration, companies will require only minimal manual 
intervention in order to share data across the enterprise. However, only about one-quarter of 
the survey respondents (27%) report that they have achieved this degree of integration among 
their individual financial planning systems. In fact, just under one in five (17%) reveal that they 
have little or no integration between their systems. (See Figure 2.)

2
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By far, the largest number (54%) say that their financial planning systems may be well-
integrated at the corporate level, but they still must cope with separate systems linked by 
manual processes for their different operating units, subsidiaries, or functions. At this level, 
the time and effort it takes to conform the different sources of data undercuts the efficiency 
of FP&A and impedes the ability to share a common set of data and analytics across the entire 
enterprise.

The challenges presented by the need for manual intervention are even greater when 
it comes to sharing data between financial planning and ERP systems, according to the 
finance executives in our survey. Just as many respondents say that their companies have 
little or no integration between their financial planning systems and ERP systems (23%), 
as say that these two sets of systems are very tightly integrated and require minimal 
data migration (23%). More than twice as many (48%) say that, even when their financial 
systems are fairly well integrated with ERP systems, they still require some level of data 
migration to share data.

With manual processes comes the need to devote more finance resources to transactional 
and compliance activities, leaving less available for higher-value analysis. Many of the 
finance executives see this as one of the largest obstacles preventing their finance 
functions from making high-value contributions to the company through financial planning 

FIGURE 2. The majority of respondents say their current systems still require at  
least some manual intervention.

Integration between financial 
planning systems

Integration between financial 
planning and ERP systems
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Manual intervention 
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operating units, 
subsidiaries or 

functions

54%

Systems operated 
seperately or linked 

exclusively by 
manual processes

17%
Minimal manual 

intervention—well 
integrated across 

the enterprise

27%

Other

7%

Other

2%

Data migration 
required for much 
or all data—little 
to no integration

23%

Some data 
migration required 

48%

Minimal data 
migration 

required—very 
tight integration 

23%

Percentage of all respondents
“Other” responses are “Varies greatly,” “Not sure,” and “Not applicable.”

Percentages may not total 100%, due to rounding.



Obstacle Frequency

Increased regulatory complexity and rapidly changing  
requirements 32%

Day-to-day requirements in finance for transactional  
activities 31%

Lack of integrated financial planning information systems 27%

Lack of integration between financial planning information 
systems and ERP systems 26%

Lack of integrated financial planning processes 23%

Organizational resistance to change 29%

Inability to access and manipulate financial data in real time 26%

Lack of attention from top-level management 19%

and analysis. They most often identify the increasing complexity and volume of reporting 
and compliance requirements (32%) and the day-to-day requirements for transactional 
activities (31%) as the biggest hurdles to making strategic contributions. (See Figure 3.)

In addition, about a quarter of respondents (26%) say that one of their most serious obstacles 
is the inability to access and manipulate financial data in real time, placing it a close second 
to organizational resistance to change (29%). This underscores the shortcomings that finance 
executives see in their financial planning systems. 

Current levels of process and systems integration are also frequently cited: 27% of the finance 
executives say that the lack of integrated financial planning systems is the largest obstacle 
to making a higher-value contribution to their businesses, while 26% point to the lack of 
integration between financial planning systems and ERP systems. The lack of integrated 
financial planning processes is selected by 23% of respondents. 

The controller of a +$20 billion hardware/electronics firm in the United States describes the 
problems created by a lack of integration: “We have inconsistent quality levels of data—
integrating internal data, subcon[tractor] data, supply-chain data [at] different levels of 
quality and detail is challenging.” In order to make the strategic business contributions 
required today and tomorrow, finance cannot afford to be tied down with manual 
manipulations of data in order to ensure a consistent quality of data from system to system.
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FIGURE 3. Day-to-day business requirements prevent finance from making a high-value 
contribution through FP&A.

“Aside from resource scarcity, the greatest obstacle to my finance function’s  
ability to make a high-value contribution to my company through financial  

planning and analysis is...”
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Streamlining data flows will help finance executives and their companies 
better meet the challenges of the pace of change.

Managers must have confidence in the reliability and accuracy of their data in order to use it 
effectively. Survey respondents recognize the important role that finance plays in this regard, 
with nearly nine in ten (89%) reporting that they’re under increasing pressure to boost the 
confidence of decision makers in the credibility of the data they use.

When asked to identify the greatest risk to the ability of their company’s managers to make 
effective and timely use of financial planning and analysis, respondents are split primarily 
between having too little data (32%) and having too much data (30%). In addition, one in five 
(20%) say that their largest challenge is the lack of reliable data. (See Figure 4.)

Too much data can overwhelm financial planning systems that aren’t designed to handle 
it, putting managers in danger of “drowning” in information, as the financial planning 
director from a French company put it. On the other hand, having too little data undercuts 
the effectiveness of financial planning, leaving managers to fill in the blanks on their own. 
In either case, the quality and credibility of financial data can suffer, weakening users’ 
confidence in the data and their ability to use if effectively.
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FIGURE 4. The greatest risk to the most effective use of data is either too little or, 
conversely, too much data.

“Our greatest risk is that we...”

Don’t have  
reliable data

20%

Have too  
little data

32%

Don’t have  
up-to-date  

data
11%

Have too  
much data

30%

Don’t have a 
single version of 

the truth
7%

Something else
2%

Percentage of all respondents
Percentages may not total 100%, due to rounding.



FIGURE 5. Improved integration between ERP and planning systems would boost 
collaboration and confidence.

“If my company improved its ability to share data seamlessly between its ERP and 
financial planning systems, it would make a substantial improvement in…”

Increased responsiveness 
to fast-changing  

business conditions 

72%

Improved ability to 
develop a “single 

version of the truth” 

70%

Fewer errors 
introduced by 

manual intervention 

66%

Percentage of all respondents 

Reduced TCO  
for information 

systems 

66%

Greater flexibility in 
and customization of 

financial analysis 

75%

Greater assurance that 
planning data conforms 

with actual data 

74%

Increased 
collaboration among 
users of the systems  

76%

Unfortunately, these data concerns come at a time when finance is under intense pressure to 
deliver instant analysis and data on demand. As a result, most of the finance executives in the 
survey indicate that, to some degree, they find themselves sacrificing data quality in order 
to share financial analysis with managers more quickly. More than six out of ten respondents 
(63%) say that the need to get financial analysis into management’s hands quickly means that 
the data is not as accurate or reliable as it could be. The largest portion of respondents (41%) 
say this is sometimes the case, but 22% admit that data is, in fact, rarely as accurate as it 
could be. 

Globally, nearly half as many respondents (33%) experience the opposite problem, saying 
that they end up spending so much time ensuring the quality and accuracy of financial 
data that they are unable to deliver data as quickly as managers would like. However, in 
North America, the problem of timeliness is much more acute than in other regions. More 
than four out of ten respondents from North America (44%) say that their finance functions 
spend so much time trying to ensure data quality that it doesn’t get to their companies’ 
managers on a timely basis. 
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One factor weighing down finance’s ability to deliver timely and accurate data is the data 
migration process. Respondents recognize that they could improve both data quality and the 
finance function’s responsiveness by reducing the need for migrating financial data from one 
system to another. So, for example, nearly three-quarters of the finance executives (74%) 
say that improving the ability to share data seamlessly between ERP and financial planning 
systems would also provide greater assurance that planning data conforms with actual data. 
(See Figure 5.) The implication is that, with more integrated systems, finance could spend less 
time on manual tasks and validating data, and more time confidently analyzing the data to 
contribute business insights.

More closely integrated systems offer additional potential benefits for finance and the 
business, according to respondents. Approximately three-quarters of them also view closer 
integration between systems as a way to increase collaboration among users (76%) and 
as a means of improving the usefulness of financial data by allowing greater flexibility in 
and customization of financial analysis (75%), offering the right information, in the right 
format, for each user. Other benefits accruing from tighter integration include boosting 
responsiveness to rapidly evolving business conditions (72%); improving the ability to develop 
a “single version of the truth” (70%); and reducing the total cost of ownership (TCO) (66%). 

In the end, finance executives see clear advantages in relying more on digitalization for 
conforming and delivering data in ready-to-use formats, allowing them the time to provide the 
kinds of sophisticated and in-depth financial analyses that their management is demanding. 
For these reasons, making wider and more effective use of financial data in a fast-changing 
environment is capturing more and more of their attention. They recognize that the standards 
for responsiveness and credibility are being raised constantly and simultaneously, and that 
yesterday’s solutions will no longer be “good enough” for moving their companies over the 
higher bar that is being set.
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Sponsor’s Perspective 

As organizations evaluate and implement new business models to better 
serve their customers and compete in the emerging digital economy, 
finance executives will be at the forefront as strategists and catalysts 
for digital transformation. Keys to success include partnering with the 
business for better alignment and results, being the engine of insight 
to support better fact-based decisions in the moment, and optimizing 
and automating financial processes for maximum efficiency and greater 
simplicity.

These survey findings highlight the growing importance of financial 
planning and analysis to the enterprise and demonstrate the role that the 
FP&A function increasingly seeks to play—that of a trusted advisor to the 
business and an agile steward of information and insight that can help the 
company thrive in the digital economy. 

As a leader in enterprise performance management (EPM), SAP provides 
SAP BusinessObjects Planning and Consolidation, optimized for S/4HANA 
Finance to assist the office of the CFO. By providing an enterprise-wide 
integrated solution for financial planning and analysis, SAP offers live 
financial insights into the enterprise while reducing complexity and 
manual work. 
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