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The contributors to this report are senior
finance decision-makers such as CFOs, VPs,
CPOs and other finance-focused executives
working within large scale organisations, with an
interest in the future of business spend
management and its role in improving the
financial health of their organisations.
Some were happy to be named or quoted.
Others preferred to contribute anonymously.
We thank all of them for their input.
Alongside the creation of this report, we also
held a private roundtable with our partner,
Kofax, to explore the issues raised by the
contributors and gain consensus on the
outcomes.

Synopsis
Are priorities shifting?

"Now growth heads the priority
list for finance leaders, 71% are
expecting increased investment in
the next 12 months with
investment in technology
featuring as a strong priority"
Deloitte, 2021
Deloitte recently reported that finance leaders have reached a tipping point, shifting from
a defensive strategy to an expansive one. Aggressive investment is now planned in
technology with 89% of finance leaders spending more on digitalisation. The goal is to
rapidly accelerate the process of finance transformation.
One of the stand-out priorities is Accounts Payable. 47% of businesses are still reliant on
manual AP processes (Forbes, 2021) hampering their effectiveness and impacting their
bottom line. Indeed, organisations that use little AP automation are spending five times as
much per invoice as those that have automated most of their AP process (Forbes, 2021).
Almost every CFO wants to address this gap. The challenge isn’t solution availability; it’s
solution fit. With this in mind, we’re exploring the optimal approach to accelerating AP
automation within large organisations, where fit and flexibility are key.

#01 Go to Growth
Why is it time to update AP and the finance function?

“The flexibility of technology
allows for faster growth and
improved efficiency. We are
moving away from manual tasks
that take up a lot of time”
As organisations recover from the pandemic’s effects, leaders are pivoting towards growth
and taking on more risk again, driven by a concurrent uptick in customer demand.
Lessons have been learned from the crisis - to cope with the increase in demand and
ensure resilience going forward, finance is now reassessing its position regarding the
digital transformation.
71% of leaders expect economic conditions to improve over the next six months, though
Delta variant remains a concern, and the supply chain and inflation rises constitute
additional risks [McKinsey, 2021]. As a result, firms are now focused on digitising areas of
the business that may not have previously topped the agenda, such as the AP process - so
they can automate to lower costs and enjoy improved agility and productivity.
When it comes to the transformation, every organisation is at a different point on the
scale. Some have partially replaced legacy technology and have several functions fully
digitised, though they are still largely dependent on manual processes. Others have more
work to do, as they remain heavily reliant on manual systems.
Finance leaders have been traditionally resistant to change - but now they’re planning
heavy investment in technology. One reason for this is efficiency, organisations who
depend on manual processing have discovered they’re spending considerably more than
their counterparts, who have automated invoicing processes already in place.

#01 Go to Growth
Best route forward

“We can vastly improve the speed
at which we can process, accounts
payable is a starting point which
we can expand beyond in the
future”
Advanced solutions are now on offer that weren’t previously available, enabling 100%
accuracy in automated, verified data capture, along with advanced RPA that drastically
lowers the need for repetitive data entry. These developments can provide finance with a
marked boost in efficiency, and as a result, leaders are now seeing the benefits of
updating AP.
Tools like RPA, cloud-based invoicing and AP data capture will greatly aid leaders in their
attempt to modernise the finance function, as they move into a growth mindset. The
benefits they provide are numerous - from an increase in speed, accuracy, and efficiency,
to the lower burden placed on resources and expenditure.
It’s not going to be easy - digitally transforming finance and AP will require significant
investment and planning, but the focus should be on finding solutions that will best fit the
business needs and allow it to scale.
Leaders have to address the organisation’s unique requirements, and make sure they are
adding in increased agility and efficiency, along with the capacity for business continuity.
Platforms that offer interoperability with existing systems and seamless cloud-based
invoicing will make it easier to deploy - but it’s critical to choose providers carefully and
evaluate all the options.

"75% of CFOs say they
plan to allocate more
resources to digital
transformation in 2021"
[PWC, 2021]

#02 Technological
Targets
Enabling the change

“There is a real appetite for
innovation and bringing in new
technology. Recently implemented
systems have given us greater
overview and help us make better
business decisions”
As it looks to reduce its reliance on manual processes, finance can take advantage of a
multitude of new technologies that didn’t even exist prior to the pandemic. The goal will
be to facilitate growth and upgrade manual processes that aren’t providing peak efficiency
- but the solutions chosen can’t be one-size fits all.
The cloud allows for far better interoperability of data and enables faster access - and it
will feature strongly as finance teams move to update, particularly hybrid solutions.
Deploying cloud based invoicing processes along with AP and RPA helps to reduce error
and improve productivity, which will better enable organisations to cope with any
increase in capacity, during the coming period of growth.
Change won’t happen overnight for most - many teams will find it difficult to implement
big changes all at once, due to resourcing and capacity issues. Finding the talent needed
to deploy is also a concern - 80% of executives state they are still experiencing skills gaps,
and this is a particular problem when it comes to sourcing employees equipped to work
with data [McKinsey, 2021].
Automation will play a role in mitigating staff and resource shortages in the long term, but
it needs people with the right skill sets to oversee and implement everything. The culture
plays a part as well, if teams are resistant to new tools and ways of working, this will have
to be addressed.

#02 Technological
Targets
Mindset Shift

“Previously our processes weren’t
working well, we were focused on
saving money. They haven’t caught
up with growth. Now we're looking
to get ahead of the curve”
Smaller, incremental changes that allow companies to layer and build may be easier to
implement and will help ease the transition for employees. But as leaders are looking to
automate quickly, so they can benefit from improved decision-making power, they’ll want
to keep a firm eye on their goals and ensure the roll out is tightly pinned to a schedule.
For a significant amount of time, finance teams have focused on cost-saving, rather than
enabling expansion. Now, the shift to growth is forcing leaders to rethink the processes
they have in place. 50% of companies have already adopted some form of automation,
and 50% will increase their usage of RPA due to COVID [Forrester, 2020]. Those who
understand the major role automation will play in enabling better efficiency will have a
huge advantage going forward.
Solutions that enable growth come with a price tag, but the benefits in terms of mid to
long-term ROI and increased efficiency outweigh any short-term reduction in budget. AP
automation cuts the cost of processing invoices five-fold and can even reduce
expenditure on accounts payable staff - plus it will supercharge the productivity of
employees already on the payroll.
Leaders will have to consider several elements first before they can identify solutions that
are a perfect fit. Compliance with Government requirements must be a main feature and
vendor evaluation will be critical. Compatibility and convenience are further factors to
assess - if everything can be deployed from one platform, it will be easier to make needed
changes faster.

“More than 60% of CFOs
lack complete visibility into
the transactions within their
organisation”
[The Economist, 2021]

#03 Challenges
of Change
What are the obstacles to transformation?

“It’s very challenging working with
different systems that don’t
integrate well. We have to look at
how systems interact when
bringing new ones in”
Going paperless is undoubtedly the future for finance, but a lot of organisations remain
resistant to updating the AP process, due to the massive shifts required. Though it might
seem straightforward at first, transforming the function will be a huge undertaking that
needs sustained effort and planning to get right.
There are numerous barriers that have to be circumnavigated - fundamental working
processes need to be changed, and systems already implemented must be able to be
integrated, so everything can work in tandem. And it’s vital that solutions are scalable, so
organisations can cope with additional or reduced demand, and aren’t without the
necessary resources, or paying for what they don’t use.
Organisations that take a modular, incremental approach to introducing new technology
to the AP process often discover that different systems don’t interact as seamlessly as
expected - or don’t fit their use case after implementation. When it comes to defining why
they want to update, cost vs timing benefit must be considered - is the firm implementing
as a solution to a problem, or frontrunning to prime for growth?
Companies may find that it’s easier and quicker to deploy cloud-based invoicing platforms
along with tools such as AP, RPA, and analytics, providing these solutions can also
integrate with the ERPs and procurement systems they’re already utilising. Doing this will
allow organisations to greatly speed up their deployment process, while ensuring total
compatibility between any new parts adopted.

#03 Challenges
of Change
Grow as you Go

“Can the platform be scaled in line with
business demand? If it’s fit for purpose now,
will it be in 6 months’ time? It’s hard to choose;
like picking a needle from a haystack”
Transitioning employees who are used to working with paper-based processes will be
tricky, many will be reluctant to make the switch. Some organisations have previously
attempted to transform Accounts Payable and failed - and employee resistance has often
been a major cause for this.It will be necessary to ensure staff acceptance, and prepare
personnel, so they fully understand the new role of finance and the critical part
automation will play in it.
Companies are also struggling to acquire employees with the skills needed to benefit the
modern finance team. AP and the finance function’s role are shifting, and the necessary
skills are changing at the same time - companies now need employees who can work with
data and AI, and automation.
It will also be important to ensure other departments aren’t further complicating the
update - if they’re still sending over data on paper, these documents will have to be
scanned and digitised before they can be worked with. Every part of the business has to
be on board with the digital shift, or it will be impossible for the company to fully benefit
from modernising the AP process.

“66% of CFOs said that cash
flow management was their
biggest concern”
[CFO Connect, 2021]

Conclusion
Finance teams are now shifting to a growth mindset - and as they do, they must consider
how accounts payable, and the finance function can enable the upcoming expansion.
They’ll want to assess their options carefully, so they make choices that complement the
company’s overall digital transformation.
Choosing the right systems must be a priority - organisations need platforms that
integrate well with parts already in place, and allow for compatibility with automated AP,
RPA, and analytics. The fit is crucial - companies must take great care in the strategy phase
to ensure their solutions closely match the precise use-case the firm has.
Before they embark on the quest to update AP and the finance department, teams should
prepare to navigate a number of hurdles - from the scope of the change needed, to skills
gaps and cultural resistance, as well as system compatibility, and compliance
requirements.
As finance leaders lean towards growth, they’ll need flexible solutions that allow them to
expand - so they can improve their decisions and cope with the demands of a recovering
market, while enjoying a significant increase in productivity and efficiency.

[end]
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