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1. Executive Summary

 

These demands require controllers and other senior 
finance executives to take a more flexible and creative 
approach to finance, PwC’s Global Finance Benchmark 
Report 2015 explains. 

Controllers are meeting these challenges by investing in 
an area that has traditionally been treated as an after-
thought when it comes to financial innovation: accounts 
payable. Controllers recognize that accounts payable 
processes impact financial risk, financial supply chain 
efficiency and effectiveness, budgeting, forecasting 
and reporting, working capital management, and spend 
management.      

The majority of controllers (58 percent) rate their accounts 
payable department as having “high value” and being 
a “critical component of their business,” according to 
IOFM. Another 22 percent of controllers reported that 
the accounts payable department is “integral to some 
business units.”  

Sixty-three percent of controllers surveyed by IOFM 
said that accounts payable is a priority for improvement.  
In fact, 60 percent of controllers surveyed by IOFM 
anticipate that accounts payable will receive additional 
investment for process improvement projects– the only 
finance function that the majority of survey respondents 
expect will receive more investment compared to recent 
years.

This white paper details how manual accounts payable 
processes undermine controllers’ ability to fulfill their 
expanded responsibilities, and the five ways that 
automating accounts payable processing with invoice 
data capture, electronic invoice workflows, and seamless 
integration with an enterprise resource planning (ERP) 
platform uniquely address these issues to deliver value to 
controllers. 

1. Steward: Preserving the assets of the organization by 
minimizing risk 

2. Operator: Running a tight finance operation that is 
efficient and effective

3. Strategist: Helping shape overall strategy and direction

4. Catalyst: Instilling a financial approach and mindset 
throughout the organization to help other parts of the 
business perform better

Businesses are demanding more from controllers than just the management of financial information. Controllers are 
expected to play four diverse and challenging roles to help the business be successful:

http://www.pwc.com/us/en/increasing-finance-function-effectiveness/finance-effectiveness-benchmark-study/assets/pwc-global-finance-benchmark-report.pdf
http://www.pwc.com/us/en/increasing-finance-function-effectiveness/finance-effectiveness-benchmark-study/assets/pwc-global-finance-benchmark-report.pdf
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2. The Challenge

Accounts payable earned a dubious trifecta in a recent 
IOFM survey of controllers: payables topped the lists as 
the most time-consuming, laborious, and paper-intensive 
finance and administration function, ahead of activities 
such as accounts receivable, payroll, tax, and audit and 
reporting.

In fact, accounts payable received nearly twice as many 
votes from controllers as the most time- and labor-
intensive finance and administration function than the next 
highest-ranked function.  

It is for these reasons that controllers are rethinking the 
antiquated paper-based approach to accounts payable.  
More controllers recognize that manual accounts payable 
processes are holding them back from achieving their 
roles as the corporate steward, operator, strategist and 
catalyst. Here’s how...
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Controllers must ensure that a business’ policies and 
procedures are in compliance with professional standards 
and state and federal regulatory requirements. Even 
unintentional violations of laws, regulations and mandates 
can result in hefty fines and penalties, and significant 
reputational harm.

Senior finance executives surveyed by IOFM believe that 
compliance and risk management is the fourth most-
important finance and administration function after cash 
flow analysis, reducing operational costs, and accounts 
payable and accounts receivable transaction processing.  

 
 

 

But manual invoice processes make it hard to track 
invoice history and approvals, ensure consistent 
adherence to approval policies and separation of duties 
guidelines, ensure chain of custody, readily provide all of 
the data required for audits, comply with Sarbanes-Oxley 
regulations, or prevent documents from being discarded 
or destroyed ahead of deadlines set by regulators or 
auditors. Moreover, in a manual accounts payable 
environment, staff can back-date documents, make 
unauthorized payments, easily ignore separation of duties 
rules, or create fake invoice authorizations.  

No wonder that six percent of finance executives cite 
regulatory compliance as the payables task that they 
would most like to go away, according to IOFM’s AP 
Department Benchmarks and Analysis.  
 

3. Steward

Nineteen percent of businesses surveyed by 
IOFM in 2015 cited compliance, control and 
security concerns among their top accounts 
payable challenges. Eleven percent of those 
surveyed by IOFM identified compliance and 
recordkeeping as their department’s “greatest 
pain.”

Sixty-two percent of CFOs in best-in-class 
organizations identify compliance and risk 
mitigation as their top priorities, according to 
Aberdeen Group.

http://www.iofm.com/ap-department-benchmarks-and-analysis
http://www.iofm.com/ap-department-benchmarks-and-analysis
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Manual processes make it difficult for controllers to run an 
efficient and effective finance operation. 

Inadequate systems and processes result in more than 
27 percent of accounts payable staff time spent on 
waste and activities that could be automated, according 
to businesses surveyed for PwC’s Global Finance 
Benchmark Report 2015. High operational costs are an 
especially big problem for small and mid-sized companies 
that are less likely to have automated their financial 
operations. PwC’s Global Finance Benchmark Report 
2015 notes that finance functions in companies with less 
than $1 billion in annual revenue are running at more than 
double the cost of those with revenue over $10 billion.  

The root of the high costs of accounts payable is that 
businesses only receive 39 percent of their non PO-
based invoices in a format that can be processed 
straight-through without operator intervention, according 
to IOFM’s 2016 AP Key Performance Indicators Study.  
Similarly, businesses surveyed by IOFM receive 38 
percent of their PO-based invoices electronically in a 
format that can be processed straight-through. Incredibly, 
this is big improvement over 2015 when half of all 
businesses surveyed by IOFM said they processed less 
than 6 percent of the invoices they receive straight-
through. 

The results of IOFM’s 2016 AP Key Performance 
Indicators Study illustrate the inefficiencies of manual 
invoice processing. Of the 69 full-time equivalents (FTEs) 
employed in accounts payable departments (on average 
across all sites), all but one FTE performs data-entry. Not 
surprisingly, 17 percent of payables departments identify 
invoice data entry as their top challenge, while invoice 
coding is the top challenge for 15 percent of accounts 
payable departments, IOFM finds.  

Manual processes also increase the chance of payment 
errors. Thirty-nine percent of businesses report that 
duplicate payments and over-payments represent more 
than one percent of their payments. Worse, duplicate 
payments and over-payments account for two percent 
or more of all payments at 14 percent of the businesses 
surveyed for IOFM’s 2016 AP Key Performance Indicators 
Study. A rule of thumb is that a duplicate payment rate 
over 0.5 percent indicates weak controls, or that the 
master vendor file needs a good weeding out, IOFM noted 
in its AP Department Benchmark and Analysis.    

4. Operator

Forty-one percent of controllers surveyed by 
IOFM say that reducing invoice processing 
costs is a top priority.
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5. Strategist
Businesses are investing heavily in technology to access 
data in real time, and the expectations for real-time 
access to financial information are already increasing, 
according to PwC’s Global Finance Benchmark Report 
2015. Controllers that don’t respond to these demands 
risk seeing their role as custodians of trusted data analysis 
taken over by other parts of the business, PwC warns.

It is no wonder that improving visibility into cash flow 
and operational performance is the top finance and 
administration priority of controllers, according to IOFM’s 
Senior Finance Executive Survey. Sixty-eight percent of 
controllers surveyed by IOFM ranked improving visibility 
into cash flow and cash management as their top priority, 
while 66 percent of controllers said improving visibility 
into the overall performance of finance and administration 
functions was a top priority.

In fact, controllers rank cash flow analysis as their most 
important job function, IOFM finds. A cash flow analysis 
provides businesses with visibility into their assured 
income, irrespective of market or economic conditions. 
Effectively managing cash flow ensures timely payments, 
eliminates late fees, increases investable income and 
return-ratios, and reduces the need for borrowing and 
corporate debt. A cash flow analysis also informs strategic 
decisions such as acquisitions or major investments.     

But in a manual payables environment, critical data is 
not captured, information is poorly organized, data is not 
timely, systems are not well-integrated, and decision-
makers cannot access key variables. Moreover, it is 
hard for staff to track the status of invoices and other 
documents in a paper-based environment and to ensure 
that the appropriate individuals have approved documents 
in a timely manner. Paper invoices can sit for days on an 
individual’s desk, get stuck in inter-office mail awaiting 
approval, or become lost or misfiled. And gaining insights 
into long-term financial trends is nearly impossible as 
invoices are often stored in disparate locations across 
departments. 

Studies show that 22 percent of all businesses 
can only forecast mid-term cash flow with five 
percent accuracy.
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Businesses want their controllers to be a catalyst for 
better results across the enterprise.  

Lowering a business’ cost of goods and services through 
the capture of more early-payments discounts is one 
way controllers can contribute to improved enterprise 
performance. Not surprisingly, 17 percent of controllers 
rank capturing more early-payment discounts among their 
top finance and administration priorities, according to 
IOFM’s Senior Finance Executive Survey.

Eighty-percent of the businesses surveyed by IOFM in 
2016 receive invoices that offer early-payment discounts.  
In fact, 5 percent of those surveyed said that more 
than 25 percent of the invoices their business receives 
offer discounts for early-payment, while 3 percent of 
businesses say between 16 percent and 25 percent of the 
invoices they receive offer early-payment discounts.  

Businesses that take advantage of a discount term of 
just 1/10 net 30 earn an annualized 18 percent return – a 
lot more than they can earn in money-market accounts.  
What’s more, businesses estimate that they could save 
an average of 14 percent of their total supplier spend 
annually by capturing more early-payment discounts, 
according to MasterCard research. The potential savings 
are especially tantalizing for controllers charged with 
being a catalyst for improved enterprise performance.  

But the majority of all businesses capture less than 21 
percent of all early-payment discount offers, and 12 
percent of businesses are unable to capture any early-
payment discounts, IOFM’s 2016 AP Key Performance 
Indicators Study found. These results are more sobering 
when you consider that 79 percent of businesses say their 
suppliers offer payment terms of 30 days or more. Only 
27 percent of businesses surveyed by IOFM capture more 
than 80 percent of early-payment discount offers.

The heart of the problem is that the manual invoice 
approval processes employed by many businesses are 
so slow that the early-payment discount window has 
passed before an invoice can be paid. Sixty-eight percent 
of businesses surveyed by PayStream Advisors in 2014 
identified manual invoice routing as the top reason for late 
payments and lost discounts, while 58 percent of those 
surveyed said lengthy invoice approval cycles was the 
biggest cause of late payments and lost discounts. 

6. Catalyst

http://www.paystreamadvisors.com/resource/2014-global-einvoicing-report/
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6. Catalyst (CONTINUED)

Capturing more early-payment discounts undoubtedly 
requires businesses to reduce their cycle times. 

 
Improving management of corporate spend is another 
catalyst for improved business performance.

Only 50 percent of businesses surveyed by Ardent 
Partners in 2015 have “strong” visibility into enterprise 
spend, while a slightly higher percentage of businesses 
(55 percent) have “strong” visibility into the percentage 
of spend under management. Manual accounts payable 
processes make it difficult for businesses to effectively 
collect, analyze and utilize the information required to 
effectively manage spending. This lack of visibility into 
spending can lead to redundant purchases, budget 
variances, “maverick” spending, and contract disputes.  
This explains why best-in-class companies (which have 
a higher level of automation) pay an average of $4.80 
per order, while average companies pay $18 per order, 
according to The Hackett Group. The inability to plan for 
large amounts of spending also can have negative ripple 
effects throughout the business.

It is no wonder that 48 percent of businesses say that the 
percentage of spend under management is a “valuable” or 
“highly valuable” metric to their organization, according to 
Oxford Economics.       

Seventy-five percent of CFOs at best-in-
class companies are focused on liquidity 
management as part of their functional 
requirements, according to Aberdeen Group.

Forty-two percent of businesses want to 
reduce procurement costs while 39 percent of 
organizations want to streamline procurement 
processes, Ardent Partners found in a 2015 
study.

https://ardentpartners.com/
https://ardentpartners.com/
http://www.aberdeen.com/research/11530/11530-KB-BB-Sourcing-Procurment-Purchasing.aspx/content.aspx
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Manual accounts payable processes are clearly an 
impediment to business success. 

As a result, more controllers are automating accounts 
payable with multi-channel invoice data capture, 
electronic invoice workflows, and a seamless integration 
with the ERP platform. These solutions automate the 
capture, validation, and payment of every kind of invoice.  
Invoices are reconciled, matched against POs and goods 
receipts, and posted automatically through approval 
workflow processes that are integrated seamlessly with 
SAP and other downstream systems.

Thirty-eight percent of businesses now use data capture 
technology to automatically extract information from 
invoices and deliver it to downstream systems, Ardent 
Partners found in a 2015 survey. Twenty-seven percent of 
businesses plan to deploy the technology by the end of 
2017.  

 

7. The Solution 

Fifty-six percent of businesses surveyed for 
PwC’s Global Finance Benchmark Report 
2015 believe that improved technology would 
make their finance processes more effective.
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7.1 Improved Efficiency and Effectiveness 
Accounts payable automation delivers value to controllers 
and their businesses in five ways:

1. Improved Efficiency and Effectiveness 
Accounts payable solutions automate the import, 
extraction, validation and routing of data from invoices 
received via any channel, including paper, fax, e-mail, 
web, mobile, EDI and XML. Automating the extraction 
of data from invoices and other payable documents 
accelerates the delivery of key information to the ERP, 
while eliminating manual data-entry and the risk of errors.  

Configurable business rules automatically match the 
header and line-item data captured from invoices 
with critical information stored in an ERP platform or 
accounting system, such as the purchase order number, 
invoice number, invoice date, vendor, quantity, and 
amount. Payable employees do not need to toggle 
between programs or learn a new user interface; the 
automation is seamless. Most invoices are reviewed and 
approved without human intervention; sophisticated tools 
allow rapid, easy correction, rejection or escalation of 
invoices that require human intervention.

Automating invoice capture has a big impact on accounts 
payable efficiency and effectiveness.

Aberdeen Group reports that best-in-class organizations 
(which typically have higher levels of automation) spend 
one-fifth what it costs their peers to process an invoice 
from receipt to approval ($3.34 versus $16.67). In fact, 
highly automated organizations are able to process 15 
times as many invoices as in manual operations, with an 
average turnaround of one-fifth the time, Ardent Partners 
reports. Enhanced efficiency means that accounts payable 
departments can dedicate more staff to value-added 
activities and spend a greater percentage of their time on 
business analysis/insight.   
 
Additionally, integrating payables automation with an 
ERP makes it easy for businesses to adapt their invoice 
processing workflows within the ERP without professional 
services or IT involvement.

As a percentage of revenue, top quartile 
finance functions are running at 40 percent 
lower costs than their median peers, according 
to PwC’s Global Finance Benchmark Report 
2015.
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7.2 Streamlined Exceptions Resolution
2. Streamlined Exceptions Resolution
Seamlessly integrating an accounts payable solution with 
an ERP platform provides a single point of entry into the 
ERP’s invoice process. For instance, captured invoices 
are electronically routed for coding and approval. And 
users can quickly resolve any exceptions by pointing 
and clicking on required data fields on invoice images 
displayed within the organization’s ERP system. The 
marked values are automatically transferred into the 
corresponding fields on the data-entry screen within the 
accounts payable solution. Additionally, self-learning 
technology is applied to any data extraction errors that 
may occur, continually improving recognition rates and 
accuracy over time.    

Automation eliminates the multiple handoffs and manual 
processes required in a paper-based environment to 
identify and resolve an exception. In an automated 
environment, there also is no chance that exceptions will 
languish on desks or in e-mail boxes awaiting approval/
resolution. Automation also makes it easy for buyers to 
identify and address “problem” suppliers.

Resolving exceptions is the top point of pain for 41 
percent of accounts payable departments surveyed by 
IOFM. Invoice exceptions can occur for a wide range 
of reasons, including: wrong price, wrong quantity, 
missing tax amount, missing tax identification number, 
no requester name, no contact data, no contract and/
or purchase order, missing purchase order number, 
no shipping notice, no order confirmation, net amount 
exceeds sub-total, invoice total exceeds contracted 
amount, missing ZIP code in address, incorrect spelling of 
a company name, and no matching purchase order.

More than 17 percent of invoices cause 
exceptions, Ardent Partners reports.
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7.3 Better Control and Tracking
3. Better Control and Tracking
Thirty-nine percent of finance executives surveyed by CFO 
Research identified improved business process execution 
among the most important benefits realized by automating 
financial operations. Integrating a payable solution with an 
ERP platform ensures consistent processes and controls.

An automated solution that is integrated with an ERP 
platform can perform invoice processing functions such as 
checks and validations, data completion, and automatic 
posting. Invoices with no outstanding issues can be 
posted automatically (straight-through), without operator 
intervention. 

Seamlessly integrating a payables solution with an ERP 
platform also provides consolidated access to all financial 
documents, according to an organization’s standard 
business processes.

What’s more, seamlessly integrating an accounts payable 
solution with an ERP platform automatically enforces 
segregation of duties, as well as level of authority (LOA) 
structures.  
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7.4 More Discount Opportunities
4. More Discount Opportunities
Accounts payable solutions provide a supplier portal 
that facilitates electronic communication between 
trading partners, eliminating the back-and-forth phone 
calls, e-mails and faxes in a manual accounts payable 
environment. For instance, suppliers can receive purchase 
order information via the portal, as well as submit invoices 
electronically to buyers. Suppliers also use the portal to 
access the status of invoices and payments in real-time, 
without time-consuming phone calls and e-mails.   

Portals also enable buyers to capture more early-payment 
discounts. Buyers create an early-payment discount 
program through the portal and invite their suppliers 
to sign up. Suppliers self-service sign up in just a few 
minutes. Once an invoice is approved by the buyer, the 
supplier is presented with options on when they want to 
receive their money. The sooner the payment, the bigger 
the discount the supplier gives; the longer the time until 
payment, the smaller the discount.

The faster cycle times businesses achieve with 
automation also opens the door to more discount 
opportunities. IOFM’s AP Department Benchmark and 
Analysis found that moving to higher levels of automation 
enables businesses to pay a higher percentage of invoices 
within the discount period.

While accounts payable practices vary by industry, 
working capital efficiency is top of mind for companies in 
all industries, according to the 2013 CFO/REL Working 
Capital Scorecard.  

Forty-four percent of businesses surveyed 
for PwC’s Global Finance Benchmark Report 
2015 said that improved collaboration would 
make their finance processes more effective.

Ninety percent of finance executives recognize 
the benefits of early-payment discounts.  
Forty-four percent of businesses prefer to pay 
their suppliers early to capture discounts, and 
25 percent of businesses are adopting supply 
chain financing, sharedserviceslink reports.
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7.5 Enhanced Visibility 
5. Enhanced Visibility 
Accounts payable solutions deliver the visibility controllers 
need for strategic decision-making. 

Seamlessly integrating invoice processing with an ERP 
system provides users with 360-degree visibility into 
invoices and related data—arming controllers with 
the real-time insights required to boost operational 
performance, optimize cash flow, and ensure compliance, 
control, and security.  

Accounts payable solutions capture the data required for 
businesses to have ready access to information such as 
Days Payables Outstanding, on-time payment percentage, 
enterprise spend and trends, category spend and 
volume, spend-to-supplier ratio, supplier performance, 
procurement metrics, accounts payable value and 
volumes, payables process metrics, and payment and 
discount capture metrics. These insights help businesses 
determine when it is best to release cash.  

Dashboards enable managers to access and digest 
information in a much more consumable manner. As a 
result, decision- making is more agile, and the controller 
plays a more crucial role in driving the business. For 
instance, 40 percent of best-in-class financial operations 
have the ability to measure cash flow performance 
across their organization, according to Aberdeen Group’s 
Beyond Payables report. What’s more, highly automated 
organizations can manage more than 90 percent of their 
spending, while manual operations have less than 25 
percent of their spending under management.   

A cloud archive stores images of invoices and other 
payables documents, as well as key processing 
information such as workflow logs. Users can instantly 
retrieve images and data at any time and from any 
location, via a personal computer or a mobile device 
with a web-browser. Ready access to data on all active 
and historic invoices drives more informed financial 
decisions. Configurable administrative controls ensure 
that only authorized users access stored images and data.  
Complete tracking of all user activities within the system 
help fulfill audit and compliance requirements.  

Each of these benefits delivers significant payback.  
Together, they better position controllers and the finance 
departments that they manage as a trusted partner in the 
success of the business.  

Top-performing finance departments spend 
20 percent more time on data analysis versus 
data gathering, according to PwC’s Global 
Finance Benchmark Report.
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Controllers are breaking out of traditional thinking around 
accounts payable and deploying new technologies that 
support the four diverse and challenging roles of today’s 
finance executive: steward, operator, strategist and catalyst. 
Solutions combining multi-channel invoice capture, 
electronic invoice workflows and integration with an ERP 
not only address the controller’s functional needs, they 
enable the business to increase efficiency and effectiveness, 
streamline exceptions handling, strengthen control and 
tracking, capture more early-payment discounts, and 
enhance visibility. All of this puts the controller, and the 
business they work for, in a position to succeed. 

8. Conclusion
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