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INTRODUCTION

In the first two reports in this series, IOFM provided key performance benchmarks designed to enable 
comparison between your team’s efficiency and effectiveness versus that of your peers’. But, knowing 
how you stack up is only half the battle.

The key to managing a world-class AP team is learning from those organizations that are outperforming 
you. This report identifies what top performing peers are doing that you can adopt and adapt for your 
team. Figure 1 provides the 30 common process management steps that were correlated to performance 
levels.

The big takeaway: AP departments with more consistent processes 
operate far more efficiently and with fewer errors than their peers within 
the same peer groups (i.e., automated AP teams with high invoice 
volume or automated AP teams with low invoice volume).  In other 
words, given comparable peer demographics, you can make significant 
improvement by standardizing your processes.

The process management data in this report is bucketed into three 
categories:

• Desk-Level Decision Making: Tactical process choices left up to 
individuals to administer.

• Department-Level Decision Making: Team-wide, practical process 
choices managed within the AP silo.

• End-to-End/P2P-Level Decision Making: Strategic process choices 
managed across Procure-to-Pay.

The simplest way to think about these distinctions may be to consider 
how you sort your invoices for payment, for example:

• If decisions are made at the desk level, each processor chooses 
how they prioritize their stack of invoices (i.e., first in, first out, by 
invoice size, etc.), enabling staff autonomy to choose how they 
think they can work fastest. 

• If decisions are made at the department level, the AP director has 
likely set a mandate that all invoices should be sorted the same 
way, enabling standardization and efficiency.

• If decisions are made at the end-to-end level, there’s been a strategic decision as to how invoices 
are processed based on what’s in the best interest of the broader business. Organizations at this 
level may require processors to re-filter their invoices periodically throughout the day, based on 
specific criteria (i.e., early-pay, sorted by size of discount opportunity; then by preferred vendors; 
then by inventory; then non-inventory, etc.).

Don’t let the sheer number of 
steps identified in this report 
intimidate you. There’s no rule 
that says you must complete 
all 30 steps to begin to see 
progress. Every improvement is an 
improvement, even a baby step.

If you’re still working through 
foundational stages of process 
management, that’s okay – 50% 
of respondents say their AP 
department has yet to really begin 
their process improvement effort. 
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 show 
you what’s next.
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FIGURE 1. LIST OF PROCESS MATURITY STEPS ANALYZED BY IOFM

PROCESS CATEGORIES PROCESS STEPS

Strategic Alignment AP’s goals are defined

Mission statement articulates AP goals

AP’s goals and Procurement’s operational needs are aligned

AP’s goals and Finance’s strategic needs are aligned

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

AP’s goals are translated into action plans

Ownership & Accountability Capabilities and skillsets are defined for AP process owners

Leadership identifies AP process owners

AP process owners create, modify and enforce process changes

AP process leadership roles are identified and assigned

AP process supporting roles are defined and assigned

Improvement ID and prioritization approach is applied by AP  
process owners

Process Visualization The beginning and end of AP processes are defined

The steps of AP processes steps are consistently named

The general flow of AP process steps is explicitly described

Roles and responsibilities for AP processes are assigned

The process inputs and outputs of AP are defined

The knowledge needed to execute and manage AP processes  
is identified

Change Management Finance’s operational goals are translated into clear, cascading  
AP actions

AP process changes and updates are communicated  

AP best practices and lessons learned are captured and shared

AP staff training needs are identified and prioritized

AP leadership training is offered

AP process best practices are captured and applied

Measurement & Controls Leadership is engaged in identifying goals/performance targets

AP process measures are identified and defined

Data collection process validates data quality

AP measures are benchmarked against custom peer groups

Plans are established to manage sub-optimal performance results

Strategic management decisions are made based on performance 
results
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WHY DOES PROCESS CONSISTENCY DRIVE 
PERFORMANCE IMPROVEMENT?

The data shows that the more an AP department standardizes their processes, the better the 
performance. But why?

If 2020 has taught us anything, it’s that change is constant. If your five processors are all doing things 
even slightly differently, then you’ve got to change up to five different processes to implement a team-
wide change – whether it be as small as a process tweak or as large as a new automation system.

Here’s another way to think about the role of process management within AP:

A crew team is rowing at different speeds, dipping their 
oars in the water at different angles and using different 
techniques. They are all working hard, but because they 
aren’t in synch, they will not cross the water quickly. 

This is desk-level decision making. To standardize the 
team’s performance, the leader has to choose one 
approach and get everyone to utilize that approach. This 
will require setting, articulating and enforcing a strategic 
goal, as well as establishing a change management plan.

Another team is rowing somewhat consistently, but notice 
two things: 1) A choppy wake around the boat suggests 
the team is not rowing smoothly; 2) The leader is separate 
from the team – facing the rest of the workers.

This is department-level decision making. Everyone is doing 
their work in the same way, but it may not be the  
best way.  

A third team demonstrates world-class performance. The 
water looks like glass, despite their speed. Everyone is in 
synch. And the leader is part of the team, not separate or 
above the crew.

This is end-to-end/P2P decision making. Everyone knows 
the best way to do what needs to be done and is doing it 
in that way. It’s not hard to imagine that this team provides 
feedback after every race, looking for ways to continuously 
improve their time.
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METHODOLOGY

The online survey (completed by nearly 400 AP leaders in July 2020) began by asking if each of the 30 
process steps listed in Figure 1 are applied consistently or inconsistently within their team. Each process 
category, and each process step within each category, builds on itself. Each AP team’s score was 
calculated based on the last step in which there was consistent application across all five categories.

When it comes to process management, it’s not a good idea to skip foundational steps. For example, if 
you haven’t consistently defined what it means to be a process owner (step 1 within the Ownership and 
Accountability process category), it doesn’t matter if process ownership is assigned (step 2). 

Figure 2 illustrates the distribution of teams based on these three categories:

FIGURE 2. DISTRIBUTION OF PROCESS MANAGEMENT PEER GROUPS

56%

27%

17%

44%

35%

21%

Desk-Level Decision Making

Department-Level Deceision
Making

End-to-End/P2P Decision Making

Share of Respondents

>100,000 Invoices

<100,000 Invoices

The data for this report series was gathered from nearly 400 AP leaders via an online survey tool in  
July 2020. The margin of error for these results is +/- 4.9% points at the 95% confidence level. That is,  
in 95 cases out of 100, the results may vary within a range of about 5% points above or below the 
reported data.
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HOW MUCH PERFORMANCE IMPROVEMENT IS 
REALISTIC?

Automation drives efficiency. Period. Manually processing paper invoices is riddled with time-wasting 
activities and can be rife with errors. However, the point of this report is to illustrate that simply 
automating your manual processes isn’t the end game; it’s the beginning of the next phase of your 
performance improvement journey.

Figure 3 highlights how much improvement we see between those utilizing desk-level vs. end-to-end/
P2P decision making.

FIGURE 3. PERCENT IMPROVEMENT AMONG AUTOMATED AP TEAMS WITH DESK-LEVEL VS. END-TO-END DECISION MAKING

PERCENT IMPROVEMENT IN… LOW INVOICE VOLUME  
AP DEPARTMENTS 
(<100,00 INVOICES  

ANNUALLY)

HIGH INVOICE VOLUME  
AP DEPARTMENTS  
(>100,000 INVOICES  

ANNUALLY)

Cost Per Invoice 17% 58%

Paid on Time Rates 10% 19%

First Pass Match Rate 7% 19%

Transactions Requiring Corrections 10% 58%

The benchmarking data in this report focuses on two peer groups: 

• Automated AP teams with low invoice volume (those expecting to process less than 100,000 
invoices in 2020);

• Automated AP teams with high invoice volume (those expecting to process more than 100,000 
invoices in 2020).

We left out the non-automated AP teams for two reasons: 1) Sample size – three-quarters of AP teams 
use an automation system, so there aren’t a lot of payables departments without an automation tool; 
2) Process comparability – automated processes are comparable, even if there’s some variance in 
how they work, but there are countless manual ways to process invoices, limiting the value of detailed 
comparisons.

Among the automated AP groups, a comparison of invoice volume split our sample roughly in half. 
Of note: The higher the invoice volume, the greater a focus on process management can improve 
operational performance.

Figures 4 through 11 provide a more detailed assessment of the gains that can be made through process 
improvements.
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Low Invoice Volume: Efficiency Measures

FIGURE 4. COST PER INVOICE: LOW INVOICE VOLUME
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FIGURE 5. PAID ON TIME RATES (POS): LOW INVOICE VOLUME
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Low Invoice Volume: Effectiveness Measures

FIGURE 6. FIRST PASS MATCH RATE: LOW INVOICE VOLUME
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FIGURE 7. SHARE OF TRANSACTIONS REQUIRING CORRECTIONS: LOW INVOICE VOLUME

7.4%

7.6%

7.8%

8.0%

8.2%

8.4%

8.6%

8.8%

9.0%

9.2%

Desk-Level Decision
Making

Department-Level Decision
Making

End-to-End/P2P Decision
Making

SH
A

R
E 

 O
F 

TR
A

N
SA

C
TI

O
N

S 
R

EQ
U

IR
IN

G
 

C
O

R
R

EC
TI

O
N

S 
(1

H
 2

02
0)

10.1% Improvement



© 2020 IOFM, Diversified Communications. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted by any means,  
electronic or mechanical, without prior written permission of the Institute of Finance & Management.     11

BUILDING AN ACTION PLAN: KEY TAKEAWAYS FROM TOP PERFORMING AP TEAMS 

High Invoice Volume: Efficiency Measures

FIGURE 8. COST PER INVOICE: HIGH INVOICE VOLUME
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FIGURE 9. PAID ON TIME RATES (POS): HIGH INVOICE VOLUME
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High Invoice Volume: Effectiveness Measures 

FIGURE 10. FIRST PASS MATCH RATE: HIGH INVOICE VOLUME
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FIGURE 11. SHARE OF TRANSACTIONS REQUIRING CORRECTIONS: HIGH INVOICE VOLUME
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WHERE SHOULD YOU START?

Strategic Alignment

If you don’t know what your goals are, it’s hard to know what you’re rowing towards. That’s the key to 
the six steps within the Strategic Alignment category.

Begin by brainstorming a list of what AP is trying to accomplish. And then begin thinking about how 
those goals will make AP more efficient and effective, and how a better-performing AP team will better 
support the Finance function and the broader organization.

Next, synthesize your AP goals down into a succinct mission statement for your AP team. (Examples 
can be found here.) There’s no right mission statement; AP teams have different goals because they 
are supporting different organizations with different challenges, market issues, and internal politics. 
Generally, a successful mission statement will broadly answer the questions: What are my team’s goals? 
And how (or in what way) will we seek to achieve them?

Then, compare AP’s mission statement to Procurement’s. Create a Venn Diagram with AP and 
Procurement’s goals to identify overlap. Despite the common internal frictions between both sides of the 
Procure-to-Pay process, there will be some places where you share similar goals.

Once you’ve aligned AP and Procurement, begin to think through how your P2P goals align with the 
broader Finance team’s needs and goals.

Then the fun part really begins: Work backwards to see if your organization is aligning their money, time 
and other resources to their goals. Where you find a disconnect (i.e., we want AP to process invoices 
faster, but automation isn’t in the budget), build an action plan to fill the gap(s).

FIGURE 12. STRATEGIC ALIGNMENT PROCESS STEPS

AP’s goals are 
defined

Mission  
statements  

articulate AP 
goals

AP’s goals and 
Procurement’s 

operational 
needs are 

aligned

AP’s goals and 
Finance’s  

strategic needs 
are aligned

The  
organization’s  

resource  
planning and 

allocations are 
aligned to AP’s 

goals

AP’s goals are 
translated into 
action plans

https://www.iofm.com/ap/team-management/mission-vision/accounts-payable-mission-statement
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Ownership and Accountability

Once you know what you’re trying to accomplish (Strategic Alignment), the next step is to determine 
who’s going to do the work. This is where process management often falls apart, because ownership 
often represents power: Determining who has authority (budget, resource, and goal-setting) is not a 
challenge that should go underestimated. However, it is a crucial hurdle to overcome if you’re going to 
improve your team’s performance.

Start by defining what your team means by a “process owner.” Generally, it means the person who has  
the authority to determine new process changes and responsibility for articulating and enforcing adherence 
to the new process. (While a process owner can have more authority, those steps are crucial. Failing to 
identify who can approve and manage process changes will either lead to random acts of improvement  
by team members or a reluctance by team members to suggest process improvements at all.)

After you’ve defined the roles, it’s time to assign those roles. And this is where well-meaning people 
can sometimes come to blows. If everyone has authority today, assigning a single process owner 
will be perceived as taking power away from others. But failing to assign a single owner will prevent 
improvement; it’s a challenge that has to be overcome.

Once assigned, a process owner should immediately establish themselves as the individual who people 
should come to with ideas. Every idea should be considered and, if approved, should be communicated 
– including a hat tip to the staff member who suggested it (encouraging future staff-suggested 
improvements). Process changes that are rejected require a softer touch; the process owner needs to  
be able to explain to whomever suggested the idea why it may not be the right move at this time. 

While the process owner is the crucial first role that must be established, it’s not the only role. Additional 
leadership and supporting roles should be rolled out next. Especially when process improvement ideas 
are approved, small committees may need to be formed to work out the details and think through the 
implementation – especially those that require involvement from those outside of AP or P2P.

And finally, when the process improvement ideas are flooding in, the process owner should establish 
a prioritization approach. The fastest way to fail is to try to change too many things at once. “Death by 
paper cuts” is also a risk if you’re constantly rolling out small changes on a frequent basis. The process 
owner has to establish a ranking of what changes will be made and when, and must be able to defend 
the decision-making process.

FIGURE 13. OWNERSHIP AND ACCOUNTABILITY PROCESS STEPS
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Process Visualization

The process owner will have difficulty determining which process changes would work best without 
being able to see the full process, including how the steps integrate both within and beyond AP.

Begin by scoping your process: Where does AP begin (at ideation, at purchase, or when AP receives 
the invoice – or somewhere in between?) and where does it end (at payment, at reconciliation with the 
general ledger – or somewhere else?). 

Knowing where your performance improvement journey will bookend will then lead you to address the 
steps in the middle. To do so, start by establishing a standard name for each step. The fastest way is to 
adopt (and then adapt) process step names used in common process frameworks. (The most used – and 
free – version can be found at www.apqc.org/pcf; section 4.2 identifies Procurement steps and section 
9.6 identifies AP steps). 

These steps will likely account for about 80% of what you do. If you find you need additional detail, you 
should add as necessary. Just be sure to retain the five-digit unique ID of the existing tasks you use to 
retain traceability. 

Once you have your steps identified, it’s time to figure out the order in which they flow. At this point, 
you’re likely to start seeing bottlenecks and other single points of failure. These kinds of observations, 
and the fixes you establish as a result, are exactly why you’re going through this process.

Next, identify who is responsible and accountable for each step, as well as those who should be 
consulted and informed. Knowing the full team will help you see who is overworked and under-utilized, 
as well as identifying where there’s risk if someone were to leave.

Meanwhile, look at how the steps fit into each other. The outputs of each step should be the inputs to 
the following. If they aren’t, it usually means you’ve skipped a step.

And finally, consider what knowledge is required to execute each step and where that knowledge resides 
– is it trapped in someone’s head or has anyone taken the time to document what you need to know? 
Most processes break down when the team doesn’t know how to do what it needs to do.

FIGURE 14. PROCESS VISUALIZATION PROCESS STEPS
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Change Management

Deciding what part of the AP process you wish to change won’t make it happen unless you also 
incorporate change management. People are typically reluctant to change unless they know why the 
change is necessary.

Start by converting the goals (you articulated as part of Strategic Alignment) into specific actions.  
Then, communicate both how and why those changes will occur.

Few significant changes occur in a single step; most require iterations. When that’s the case, test the 
change and capture any best practices and lessons learned. At that point you’ll be positioned to know 
what training may be necessary to get everyone up to speed on the change. 

When considering training, don’t leave yourself out. AP leadership is a difficult task and it’s important to 
make sure that anyone with AP management duties has management training. And finally, continuously 
implement the learnings you’ve captured.

FIGURE 15. CHANGE MANAGEMENT PROCESS STEPS
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Measurement and Controls

Because we only manage what we measure, it’s crucial to continuously quantify your team’s progress. 
You want to recognize and reward your team as you hit milestones. But you also want to keep an eye out 
for times when you miss expectations and use those as an opportunity to know when further intervention 
may be necessary to improve sub-optimal performance.

The first step is to engage leaders (both inside, but especially outside, of AP) to identify performance 
targets for the goals established as part of the Strategic Alignment process steps. If you’re going to want 
senior finance leaders to commit resources to your project, it’s crucial to get their buy-in on how they’d 
define success.

Once you know how they’d define “good” performance, you need to identify and define your measures. 
One warning: Don’t game the system. Because reducing the amount of time it takes to process an 
invoice is a standard measure, many AP teams (40% in our 2019 benchmarking survey) didn’t start the 
clock on invoicing processing time until they received the final invoice. Most of the delays occur before 
AP receives an invoice – certainly before the final invoice is routed to the right processor. Starting the 
clock that late can result in impressive times, but doesn’t give you the insight to know what to fix. As a 
result, data quality is critical to decision making.

Once you’ve collected quality data, use IOFM’s benchmarks to determine if your performance is good or 
bad compared to your peers’. (IOFM establishes peer groups based on automation and invoice volume.)

At this point, you should have plans in place in case the results of your process changes aren’t as 
positive as you’d like. The sooner you can put plans in the place, the better; otherwise, finger-pointing 
and the blame game can be inevitable. And that can damage your progress. On the flip side, you should 
have plans in place in case the numbers show the change is working. 

FIGURE 16. MEASUREMENT AND CONTROLS PROCESS STEPS
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BUILDING AN ACTION PLAN: KEY TAKEAWAYS FROM TOP PERFORMING AP TEAMS 

CONCLUSION

This three-part benchmarking series provides an excellent starting place to identify where you have 
areas of opportunity, and what to do about them. However, it’s important to remember that your 
organization is unique, so an exact comparison to others may not be 100% possible. The real key is 
knowing where you are now, having a realistic idea of where you want to go, and implementing a well-
considered, documented plan for how you’re going to get there.

While a process improvement initiative may seem overwhelming at first, remember that other 
organizations have been down that same path, learn from their experiences and take it a step at a time. 
Big changes don’t happen overnight, and may take a long time, depending upon your corporate culture. 
IOFM offers help and knowledge derived from many organizations across a variety of businesses. 
Continue to utilize the rest of your membership to read case studies of top-performing teams, capture 
lessons learned and simplify your life with real-world tested tools and templates. 

And rely on the experts. Please post questions to Ask the Expert any time. Your peers are standing by to 
help you with your best practice questions.

https://www.iofm.com/ask-the-expert

