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INTRODUCTION 

What separates world-class AP teams from everyone else is a simple concept: process consistency, 
enabled by automation. It’s the combination of those two things that drives performance.

However, an alarming number of AP teams have automated without focusing on process 
standardization. More than three in five (62%) AP departments have yet to complete at least one of the 
five foundational process steps, and yet the vast majority (77%) have already invested in automation.  

That’s the takeaway of a recent study of more than 200 AP departments conducted by IOFM. While 
wringing out process inefficiencies will only get you so far, overlaying an automation system on top of 
inconsistent or broken processes will only make bad worse faster. The key to maximizing the inherent 
efficiencies of technology is to fix your processes first, enabling your IT investment to make good, 
consistent processes even better.

This first report, part one of a three-part series, provides a prescriptive approach to performance 
improvements.

Elevating Where Decisions Get Made

Enabling cross-functional decision making doesn’t come without effort—but it’s worth it. Those 
organizations that put in the time to correct their processes before investing in automation end up 
with considerably better results. IOFM’s data shows that costs can be cut to a fourth with AP teams 
processing more than twice as many invoices per person.

FIGURE 1. IMMATURE VS. MATURE PERFORMANCE RESULTS

COST PER INVOICE NUMBER OF INVOICES/FTE

No Automation, Inconsistent Processes $6.30 8,689

End-to-End Automation, Consistent Processes $1.45 18,649

Most AP departments are closer to the beginning of their journey than anywhere resembling the end. So, 
how do you get from here to there? The following stages and steps are sequential, but it is not necessary 
to complete all 30 steps (six stages for each of five steps) before automation. IOFM’s suggestion is to 
start at the beginning and work your way down through each of the first steps described in the sections 
that follow. Then build on those.

Once you build momentum, you should start to see consistencies develop and then you’re ready to 
maximize the value of automation. Just completing the first, foundational step of each of the five process 
areas will already put you ahead of most AP teams.
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The majority of AP departments are stuck at step one across each of the five stages. That means 
they are, at best, making decisions at the desk level where everyone is doing their own thing. These 
organizations, even those with automation, are among the worst performers in their peer group.  

Efficiency and effectiveness begin to improve once decisions are elevated to team-level decision 
making. The top performers within each peer group are those that are making decisions at the  
End-to-End/Procure-to-Pay level.

FIGURE 2. DISTRIBUTION OF SURVEY RESPONDENTS

56%
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ASSESSING YOUR PROCESS CONSISTENCY

Stage One: Strategic Alignment

Step one: Articulate AP’s goals. You can’t begin your improvement journey without knowing what you’re 
trying to achieve. 

Step two: Convert those AP goals into a mission and vision statement. Don’t assume that what’s in 
your head is the same as what’s in your team’s—or in the heads of other groups that integrate into AP 
(Procurement on the front end and Accounting on the back end).

Step three: Attempt to align AP’s goals with those of Procurement. IOFM’s suggestion is to create a Venn 
diagram, defining AP’s goals in one circle and Procurement’s in the other. The benefit is two-fold:

a. To see where there’s overlap between both groups. Whatever appears in both groups (improving 
vendor relations, capturing early pay discounts, etc.) becomes your North Star, your guiding 
principles for the rest of your journey. And if nothing overlaps, then you’ve got an opening to 
explain to your boss and boss’s boss that AP and Procurement are currently too misaligned. Two 
parts of the same process that are aiming at different goals will ultimately undermine each other.

b. If nothing else, talking with your Procurement counterparts about their goals will start to break 
down the silo thinking between groups—a crucial step.

Step four: Repeat the exercise, but this time create the Venn diagram between AP and the rest of the 
Finance team. Look for areas of overlapping strategic goals between the greater Finance department 
and your AP team.

Step five: Evaluate to what extent the organization is putting their money where their mouth is. In 
other words, where the organization—as a whole—is prioritizing its resources based on the goals you 
identified in the earlier steps. This is where you begin to see how the business case for AP automation is 
part of the enterprise-wide strategic goals.  

Step six: Ultimately, once you’re able to justify how AP’s goals fit into the broader vision, you should be 
able to translate it all into a specific set of action steps.

Stage Two: Ownership and Accountability

Step one: Every process needs an owner—someone empowered to make and enforce changes to a 
process. So, the first stage in establishing governance is defining what capabilities and skills will be 
required of a process owner. (Don’t think in terms of what the current owner’s skills are; this is your 
opportunity to think bigger.) 
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Step two: Once you know what skills you’re looking for in a process owner, Finance/P2P/AP leadership 
can select a process owner. Keep in mind that the owner is accountable for the work taking place, but 
not responsible for every action item.  

Step three: The newly tapped process owner should now be positioned to create, modify and enforce 
process changes. A good owner encourages feedback from staff and continually communicates 
why those changes are being made, or—equally importantly—why the proposed change isn’t being 
made. You don’t want to overlook the latter because it can lead to your staff going rogue, which would 
undermine your efforts to standardize your processes.

Step four: The process owner is not the only role that needs to be identified and assigned. For every 
step, make sure you have people responsible for doing the work. 

Step five: It’s also crucial to identify those who should be consulted and informed. (See step four of 
Process Visualization for more details.) Often overlooked: Identifying the broader team, but limiting their 
role to those that only need to be consulted or informed of changes, can make meetings more efficient, 
yet still garner buy-in as part of your change management plan.

Step six: With all roles in place, the process owner now has the team needed to identify and prioritize 
process changes. In other words, you now have the governance in place to execute continuous 
improvement.

Stage Three: Process Visualization

Step one: Scope the process, know where your AP processes begin and end. Start at the very 
beginning—at the point of purchase. If you start when AP receives an invoice, you’ll be unable to 
see (and then fix) all of the things that happen that can slow down the process prior to AP’s direct 
involvement. Similarly, on the backend, identify the last AP step, presumably reconciliation with the 
general ledger.

Step two: Naming all the steps can be time-consuming because it presupposes you already have a list 
of all the things you do and therefore just need to name them. You could call in your team, one by one, 
to do that. Or you could use a free, off-the-shelf naming convention. IOFM suggests starting with the 
Process Classification Framework created by the American Productivity & Quality Center (www.APQC.
org/pcf). Expect you’ll still need to modify it for your organization, but at least 80% of the work should 
be done for you.

Step three: Take the process steps you just identified in step two and try to sort them in the order they 
typically occur. (There are always exceptions, and we’ll deal with those later.) For now, assume an 
invoice arrives and can be matched and approved for processing without intervention. In that scenario, 
what’s the process flow?

Step four: Build a RACI chart (responsible, accountable, consulted, informed) to see all of the roles 
involved in each AP step—that is, who is responsible or accountable vs. who needs to be consulted or 
informed.

http://www.APQC.org/pcf
http://www.APQC.org/pcf
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Step five: Build a SIPOC chart (suppliers, inputs, process, outputs, customers) to see all of the inputs 
and outputs to each step in the process, especially those where you suspect you have inefficiencies or 
other breakdowns. Note: Each step’s output should be the input to the next step. This is a good way to 
check if you’ve missed anything.

Step six: Build a knowledge map, a spreadsheet that captures what knowledge is necessary to execute 
each step in a process. If you’ve got retiring staff or are concerned that certain process steps are being 
executed differently, this is a great way to standardize your approach. This can be very time-consuming, 
so only document those steps that are crucial to your process.

Stage Four: Change Management

Step one: Do you know what actions need to be taken? If you don’t, there’s no way your ideas will be 
internalized by all of those who have to change how they do what they do. So, step one is to take the 
goals you identified within the Strategic Alignment stage and translate them into action steps.

Step two: Communicate—over-communicate when need be—all changes. The biggest killer of morale is 
catching someone by surprise, with them not knowing why things are changing.

Step three: As you make changes, best practices and lessons learned will emerge. Capture and share 
them with the team. Not only do you want to replicate the good outcomes, but change will be easier 
when you do it in the context of celebrating wins. 

Step four: People tend to fail in their jobs when they don’t know how to do what’s being asked of them. 
To that end, identify and prioritize the trainings necessary to help your team succeed.

Step five: While prioritizing training, don’t forget about yourself and the other leaders. Being a process 
owner and managing new processes is new to you, too. 

Step six: Continuously improve your approach to change by applying the best practices and lessons 
learned.

Stage Five: Measurement and Controls

Step one: Using the goals identified in the Strategic Alignment stage, identify how your leadership 
(minimally, your boss’s boss) would define success. And then quantify those terms with goal or 
performance targets.

Step two: Identify and define process measures. Warning: Don’t game the system. Identify measures 
that will give you the full perspective of a problem you’re trying to address. (In other words, start the 
clock on how long it takes to process an invoice from the date of the initial invoice, not when AP receives 
the final invoice.) 
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Step three: Begin collecting quality data. If you’re unsure of the validity of the data, it’s often better to 
initially come up with measurements from the data you can trust, and then the best measures you can’t 
quantify accurately. But, over time, try to collect better-quality data.

Step four: Compare your results to your peers’. IOFM’s benchmarking data compares AP teams 
against others based on invoice volume, level of automation and the extent to which operations are 
centralized. Be wary of comparing against companies of similar revenue, geographic reach, industry 
or other common, but unrelated peer sets—as this can often lead to the wrong conclusions about your 
performance.  

Step five: To avoid finger-pointing after the fact, establish a plan in case the results show that your 
performance isn’t yet world-class. 

Step six: Continuously improve your processes based on the results. Top performing teams welcome 
bad news because it gives them a new goal.

Where to Start

Begin with the foundational step ones across all five stages. And then build, from Strategic Alignment 
down to Measurement and Controls. Then, approach all step twos. Each step builds on the others, 
within and across each stage.

But don’t let the sheer number of steps identified in this report intimidate you. Every improvement is an 
improvement, even a baby step.

If you’re still working through foundational stages of process management, that’s okay. Use this report  
to understand the next step, and the step after that. Don’t worry about what’s potentially years down  
the road.

The reason for showing the full journey isn’t to scare you. The reason for the daunting list of tasks is 
that every organization is at a different place on their journey and IOFM believes every organization can 
continually improve their processes. We want to meet you where you are and show you what’s next.
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PROCESS MANAGEMENT SELF-ASSESSMENT

To know where you stand, the first step is a process management self-assessment, which serves 
multiple purposes:

• First, it helps identify where you make decisions today, so you know your peer group.

• Second, it provides you insight into any foundational steps you may have skipped. (These often 
come to light when you’re automating and still not getting the full value you anticipated.)

• Third, it gives you a roadmap forward by identifying what additional process consistencies you have 
yet to consider.

Given its crucial performance, don’t be tempted to grade yourself lightly—giving yourself more credit 
than you deserve. Try to be as honest as you can; no one else has to see your findings. And worse, if 
you gloss over and give yourself full credit unnecessarily, you’ll be comparing yourself to organizations 
that have far more advanced processes than you.

Similarly, don’t be overly critical. Honestly assess where you are. Keep in mind, most organizations 
are stuck at level 1, so if this is your first time actively managing your team’s approach to process 
management, there are likely foundational steps that were inadvertently skipped. It is crucial to backfill 
those as soon as possible.

For each of the following rows, simply identify whether you execute each step “consistently” or 
“inconsistently.”

FIGURE 3. SELF-ASSESSMENT STAGE 1 – STRATEGIC ALIGNMENT

STRATEGIC ALIGNMENT STEPS CONSISTENTLY INCONSISTENTLY

Step 1: AP’s goals are defined

Step 2: Mission and Vision statements articulate AP goals

Step 3: AP’s goals and Procurement’s operational needs are aligned

Step 4. AP’s goals and Finance’s strategic needs are aligned

Step 5. The organization’s resource planning and allocations are aligned 
to AP’s goals

Step 6: AP’s goals are translated into action plans
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FIGURE 4. SELF-ASSESSMENT STAGE 2 – OWNERSHIP AND ACCOUNTABILITY

OWNERSHIP AND ACCOUNTABILITY STEPS CONSISTENTLY INCONSISTENTLY

Step 1: Capabilities and skillsets are defined for AP process owners

Step 2: Leadership identifies AP process owners

Step 3: AP process owners create, modify and enforce process  
changes

Step 4: AP process leadership roles are identified and assigned

Step 5: AP process supporting roles are defined and assigned

Step 6: Improvement identification and prioritization approach is applied 
by AP process owners

FIGURE 5. SELF-ASSESSMENT STAGE 3 – PROCESS VISUALIZATION

PROCESS VISUALIZATION STEPS CONSISTENTLY INCONSISTENTLY

Step 1: The beginning and end of AP processes are defined

Step 2: The names of AP processes steps are identified and defined

Step 3: The general flow of AP processes steps are explicitly  
described

Step 4: The roles and responsibilities for AP processes are assigned

Step 5: The process inputs and outputs of AP are defined

Step 6: The knowledge necessary to execute and manage AP  
processes are identified (explicitly, if necessary)

FIGURE 6. SELF-ASSESSMENT STAGE 4 – CHANGE MANAGEMENT

PROCESS VISUALIZATION STEPS CONSISTENTLY INCONSISTENTLY

Step 1: Finance’s operational goals are translated into clear,  
cascading AP actions

Step 2: AP process changes and updates are communicated  

Step 3: AP best practices and lessons learned are captured and shared

Step 4: AP staff training needs are identified and prioritized

Step 5: AP leadership training is offered

Step 6: AP process best practices are captured and applied
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FIGURE 7. SELF-ASSESSMENT STAGE 5 – MEASUREMENT AND CONTROLS

MEASUREMENT AND CONTROLS STEPS CONSISTENTLY INCONSISTENTLY

Step 1: Leadership is engaged in identifying goals/performance 
targets

Step 2: AP process measures are identified and defined

Step 3: Data collection process validates data quality

Step 4: AP measures are benchmarked against custom peer groups

Step 5: Plans are established to manage sub-optimal performance 
results

Step 6: Strategic management decisions are made based on  
performance results

How to Score Your Self-Assessment

Your “score” is simply the lowest level at each stage for which you selected “inconsistently.” Each step, 
and each stage, build off each other. So, if you’ve skipped a step, the one before that is your current score.

Step 1 is considered desk-level decision making, where every processor is doing their own thing. More 
than three in five (62%) of survey respondents are stuck at this level.

Steps 2–5 represent department-level decision making, where processors are consistently doing the 
same thing. Less than one in five (18%) have progressed to this level.

Consistently executing all six steps across all five stages, is defined as Procure-to-Pay-level decision 
making. Roughly one in five (20%) have evolved all the way to this level.

Putting aside the role of automation, there are significant improvements to be found in addressing 
process management—24% decrease in cost per invoice from desk-level to department level decision 
making, and 41% improvement from department-level to P2P-level decision making. 

FIGURE 8. AVERAGE COST PER INVOICE, SPLIT BY TYPE OF DECISION MAKING
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AUTOMATION TREND JUST BEGINNING

The trend toward greater automation has been in place for years, but was exacerbated by COVID-19. 
More than three in four (77%) AP departments have already bought some form of AP automation—
up sharply from just three years ago when fewer than half (45%) claimed some level of technology 
enablement. IOFM’s survey finds that despite this surge in AP technology investments, the wave of 
automation is far from over.

FIGURE 9. SHARE OF AUTOMATED AP TEAMS (2018-2021)
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For those AP teams looking at further automation (and the 23% who have yet to automate), this report 
will help you prepare by walking you through the efficiency savings that come from each type of 
automation.

FIGURE 10. AUTOMATION STEPS CONSIDERED IN THIS REPORT SERIES
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For purposes of this report: 

• Limited automation is defined as those who automate no more than two of these steps;

• Significant automation is defined as those who automate three steps;

• End-to-end automation is defined as those who automate at least four steps; 

• No automation is defined as those who automate none of these steps.

The following pie chart shows the distribution of these types of AP departments.

FIGURE 11. DISTRIBUTION OF RESPONDENTS BY CURRENT LEVEL OF AUTOMATION
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27%
No Automation
Limited Automation
Significant Automation
End-to-End Automation

What’s clear from the survey findings is that more automation is coming—and coming soon. The majority 
of respondents say they are expecting to add technology across every facet of AP processes.

FIGURE 12. SHARE OF AP DEPARTMENTS PLANNING TO AUTOMATE
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Among the 56%-59% of AP team leaders looking to automate further, what’s their timetable? As seen 
below, at least one in three AP departments expect to buy automation within a year. 

FIGURE 13. SHARE OF AUTOMATION INVESTMENT PLANS, AMONG BUYERS
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WHAT’S PROPELLING THE AUTOMATION WAVE?

The growth in demand for automation has been exacerbated by the fallout from COVID-19. In March 
2020, organizations had to figure out how to work from home and become less dependent on paper 
invoices, paper checks and the manual processing in between.

In the past year, there’s been a global rise in acceptance of electronic communication between 
organizations and their customers. For AP teams, this has meant greater use of vendor portals to 
capture invoice information and handle customer service inquiries. In addition, we’ve also seen an uptick 
in acceptance of ACH and other forms of electronic payments, as vendors’ AR departments have been 
reluctant to go into the office just to pick up paper checks.

With the bookends of the AP process (invoice receipt and payments) becoming increasingly automated, 
AP teams are increasingly looking at ways to automate the steps in between and/or seamlessly fit the 
pieces together as part of an end-to-end solution.

What’s more, as organizations began utilizing more automation, they saw a corresponding drop in their 
AP costs. The biggest savings generated by automation (north of 50%) is in data capture, a notoriously 
manual process. 

FIGURE 14. COST PER INVOICE, SPLIT BY KIND OF AP AUTOMATION
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THE IMPORTANCE OF PROCESS CONSISTENCY

Despite automation’s ability to drive efficiencies, most (52%) systems bought in just the last three years 
are already scheduled to be replaced. Why?

While there are likely many variables contributing to this, there was one thing 97% of the organizations 
planning to replace their systems had in common: low process standardization (a rating of no higher 
than one in the six-level self-assessment).

Because the organizations’ processes were not adequately prepared for the automation change, they 
likely didn’t get the expected results. But instead of fixing their inconsistent processes, their plan is to 
simply buy another system—one they are no more likely prepared for today than they were previously.

In other words, it’s not the fault of the system that the results have been lackluster. Instead, an 
inconsistent approach to process management deserves much of the blame. A better investment would 
be to fix their processes and then determine if their current system is still inadequate. 

Automating a broken process doesn’t solve the problem: It often just makes bad worse faster.

FIGURE 15. CORRELATION BETWEEN EARLY SYSTEM REPLACEMENT AND DESK-LEVEL DECISION MAKING

SHARE OF SYSTEMS BOUGHT 
SINCE 2019 ALREADY 

SCHEDULED TO BE REPLACED

AMONG THOSE, SHARE 
UTILIZING DESK-LEVEL 

DECISION MAKING

Invoice Receipt 57% 100%

Data Capture 43% 100%

Invoice Approval 43% 100%

PO-to-Invoice Matching 63% 90%

Payments 56% 100%

TOTAL 52% 97%
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About the Institute of Finance & Management 

Accounting and finance professions have each undergone nothing short of a complete 
transformation since the Institute of Finance and Management (IOFM) was founded in 1982 
and since then our mission has been, and continues to be, to align the resources, events, 
certifications, and networking opportunities we offer with what companies need from the 
accounting and finance functions to deliver market leadership. IOFM empowers accounting and 
finance professionals to maximize the strategic value they offer their employers.

Our enduring commitment to serving the accounting and finance professions is unmatched. 
IOFM has certified over 25,000 accounting and finance professionals and serves several 
thousand conference and webinar attendees each year.

IOFM is proud to be recognized as the leading organization in providing training, education 
and certification programs specifically for professionals in accounts payable, procure-to-pay, 
accounts receivable and order-to-cash, as well as key tax and compliance resources for global 
and shared services professionals, controllers, and their finance and administration (F&A) teams.

Learn more at IOFM.com
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