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Introduction 
How hard is it to convince a CFO to automate a financial process that costs 
too much, takes too long, results in too many errors, provides inadequate 
visibility, frustrates stakeholders, and leaves the door open to compliance 
violations and fraud? 

Harder than you think—particularly if you are one of the 49 percent of 
businesses that still relies on manual expense reporting processes. It’s not that 
the business case for automation isn’t proven or compelling. It’s that finance 
leaders struggle to put the business case for automation in terms that the CFO 
cares about most. 

This white paper aims to solve this problem. We’ll examine the surprising 
number of businesses that continue to rely on manual expense reporting 
processes, the single-biggest priority of CFOs, and the five elements to  
include in a business case for expense management automation. By 
addressing these factors head-on, you’ll be sure to win the approval of  
even the most skeptical CFO.  

The Automation Conundrum
Finance remains a manual affair at many businesses.

This is especially true when it comes to expense management.  

Forty-nine percent of businesses process expense reports using some form of 
a manual system, according to the 2018 Expense Management Trends Report 
by Certify, Inc.  

The report finds that just 28 percent of small businesses today are using a 
web-based automated system, and even fewer still (12 percent) are using an 
ERP application to manage expense reports. 

The prevalence of manual processes for expense management is surprising 
when you consider the compelling business case for automation. 

According to the Certify Inc. study, one-third of businesses that have 
automated expense reporting achieved return on their investment in 12 months 
or less, with eight percent of businesses realizing payback in 24 months or 
less. 

So why haven’t more businesses automated their expense reporting? 
Businesses cite several factors, including a lack of budget and limited 
resources.  

To be sure, automating processes isn’t always easy, especially with larger 
businesses that are locked-in to existing systems and workflows or lack the 
resources to research and implement a new system. 

But the big reason that many finance leaders have not automated their 
expense reporting processes is that they do not know how to convince their 
CFO that automation is the right thing to do. 

When it comes to accounts payable 
automation, finance executives have different 
priorities for the organization than accounts 
payable practitioners, TechValidate reports.
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The Changing Role of the CFO
Convincing a CFO to automate requires finance leaders to focus their case on 
the pressures and priorities that CFOs face. And nothing is more important to 
CFOs than helping their business grow. 

After years of defensive cash management, CFOs are shifting their focus to 
growth. Seventy-one percent of CFOs say that their organization considers 
growth to be a strategic priority, per Accenture.

In fact, 95 percent of CFOs foresee “positive” business growth in 2018 
according to PriceWaterhouseCooper’s (PwC) Trendsetter 2018 survey. Eighty-
three percent of the CFOs surveyed by PwC are optimistic about prospects for 
U.S. economic growth—up from 64 percent at the beginning of 2017.

CFOs anticipate impressive revenue growth of 7.3 percent during 2018, PwC 
reports.  

But the prospect of faster business growth creates new challenges for CFOs, 
particularly those at mid-sized businesses with between $50 million and $500 
million in annual revenues. CFOs must develop strategies to support growth 
while managing finance complexity and keeping costs in check.  

As a result, growth-minded CFOs need tools to:

• Uncover opportunities to reduce costs

• Enhance productivity and efficiency enterprise-wide

• Improve visibility into cash and spending

• Support strategic decisions

• Mitigate risk and compliance concerns

This is where automation comes in. 

5 Strategic Benefits of Automation
Automation supports the corporate growth initiatives that a CFO cares so 
much about. 

The challenge for finance leaders who hope to win approval for a web-based 
expense management solution is to clearly demonstrate how automation will 
help the CFO grow the business.  

Here are five ways that automation helps CFOs achieve their objectives for 
business growth:

1. Uncover Opportunities to Reduce Costs 

 Most CFOs want to boost profit margins—and reducing the cost of 
expense processing is one way of accomplishing this. PayStream 
Advisors reports businesses spend an average of $26.63 to manually 
process a single expense report, compared to $6.85 to process an 
expense report with a fully automated system. And with 44 percent 
of businesses not tracking their expense report processing costs, 
according to 2017 research from Certify, Inc., the costs of manual 
processing are likely higher. 

Across many key finance processes, 
automation and process improvement can 
reduce costs 35 percent to 46 percent, PwC 
reports.

R E D U C E  C O S T S
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 Automation reduces costs through the streamlined processing of 
expense reports, approvals and reimbursements—and the elimination 
of costs to print, deliver, and physically store expense documents. 
Web-based expense management solutions also enable business 
travelers to capture receipts via a mobile device, eliminating one of the 
biggest inefficiencies associated with expense management. Working 
expense reports and receipts are electronically stored in the user’s 
online account, while past reports are archived and available online for 
immediate access. All reports are kept in one online location, allowing 
users to keep a documented path of approvals and eliminating the 
need to pay for physical storage. 

 Configurable workflows facilitate the digital routing of expenses 
for approval, based on criteria such as the expense type, manager, 
department, amount, client, or project. The technology automatically 
tracks all actions that occur during the expense approval process.  
These are some of the reasons that top-performing finance 
organizations (which typically have a higher level of automation) run at 
36 percent lower cost than their peers, per PwC.  

2. Enhance Productivity and Efficiency Company-Wide 

 The time employees spend on expense reporting is time that could 
be better spent on value-added activities that support corporate 
growth. Aberdeen Group reports that automating expense processing 
increases employee productivity by 29 percent through the automatic 
creation and approval of reports, automated data entry, mobile tools, 
and reimbursement through electronic payments. 

 Web-based expense solutions streamline the creation, submission, 
approval and reimbursement of expense reports, all with just a few 
clicks. The electronic submission of expense reports triggers workflow 
and approval processes with automated emails updating managers 
and the employee of the status of the report. Employees no longer 
need to spend time each month filing paper receipts, printing monthly 
expense reports, or sending expense information to another office. 
Managers no longer need to manually reconcile expense information. 

 Automated solutions eliminate the potential for errors from complex 
spreadsheet formulas. In fact, web-based expense solutions enable 
employees to create and submit an expense report, and get it 
approved and reimbursed within a few minutes. Web-based solutions 
also save accounting the time of creating charts and graphs on 
T&E expenses. Fifty-five percent of best-in-class companies have 
automated expense management, compared to 45 percent of all other 
companies, according to Aberdeen Group.     

MOST EXPENSE-PROCESSING COSTS  
are related to the time spent creating, 
approving and reimbursing expense reports, 
and with printing reports and mailing them  
to a manager.

IT TAKES UP TO 23 MINUTES for an employee 
to complete a single expense report, per 
GBTA’s Expense Reporting: Global Practices 
and Pain Points.
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3. Improve Visibility into Cash and Spending 

 The average U.S. company budgets between six and 12 percent of 
total revenues for expense spending, according to Aberdeen Group. 
With travel and entertainment spending representing so much of the 
typical company’s annual budget, finding ways to control spending 
is crucial to keeping expenses in check. Unfortunately, 20 percent of 
companies surveyed by Certify Inc. point to a lack of transparency/
visibility into expense data as one of their biggest expense 
management pain points. 

 In a manual expense reporting environment, finance professionals 
spend a lot of time and effort manually gathering and verifying 
input data, developing formulas, designing charts, and distributing 
documents across departments and business units. However, 
integrating a web-based expense management system with 
downstream systems and processes helps CFOs control corporate 
spending. 

 Integrating a web-based system with an ERP or general ledger system 
delivers 360-degree visibility into spending, while automating finance 
processes and streamlining workflows. What’s more, integrating a 
web-based system with a credit card feed provides companies with 
greater control over employee spending and faster reconciliation. 
Reimbursing travelers using ACH further simplifies accounting, 
reporting, and reconciliation. 

 In short, automation puts information at the fingertips of CFOs and 
other cash managers. Top-performing finance organizations spend 20 
percent more time than their peers on analysis versus data gathering, 
according to PwC.

4. Support Strategic Decisions 

 The CFO’s role is changing from a financial scorekeeper to a financial 
strategist. Making fast, informed decisions on cash flow and spending 
requires CFOs to have instant access to information. But in a manual 
expense management environment, CFOs and other decision-makers 
cannot readily access the information they need for financial forecasts, 
cost and compliance management, and benchmarking levels of 
expense spending. 

 Automated expense management solutions provide comprehensive 
reporting and visibility into expense spending data across systems. 
CFOs and other authorized users can instantly access spending 
information from anywhere, at any time. These insights into expenses 
enable CFOs to quickly measure spending against budgets, manage 
budgeting, planning and forecasting, identify historical budget 
overflows, and align expense management strategies with enterprise 
objectives. 

of businesses 
surveyed by 

Aberdeen Group cite enhancing 
business reporting and analytics 
as the top pressure they face 

within their expense management program.

41%
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 Managers and accountants can use these insights to study 
spending tendencies by department, employee, expense type, or 
more. Automated expense management solutions can also identify 
opportunities for consolidation of suppliers and equip sourcing teams 
with the data they need to negotiate supplier contracts. Finally, 
expense reporting helps eliminate delinquencies and late fees.

5. Mitigate Risk and Compliance Concerns 

 Mitigating compliance risks is racing up the agenda of CFOs, IOFM 
reports. The fines, penalties, and reputational damage that result 
from compliance violations can stifle growth. Automation strengthens 
regulatory compliance with transparency into expense spending. 
Sarbanes-Oxley, the Physician Payments Sunshine Act, and certain 
Internal Revenue Service expense guidelines set serious penalties 
for businesses who do not play by the rules. Businesses must prove 
the effectiveness of internal controls and track compliance with these 
complex regulations. And the onus for ensuring that these controls 
and tracking procedures are in place typically falls on CFOs and 
controllers.  

 Automated expense reporting solutions provide instant access to 
expense data as well as built-in compliance features. For example, 
accountants and managers can set hard and soft travel policies into 
an automated solution. Employees are prompted when one of their 
expenses exceeds a policy limit, allowing them to alter or rescind 
their request for reimbursement. The automated solution then reviews 
expenses and flags or rejects those that are out of compliance with a 
business’ policies. Similarly, automation allows companies to easily 
audit travel expenses for each employee, rather than rely on random, 
largely manual audits. And automated solutions store all past and 
future reports, receipts, and approval processes in one single location. 
This makes it easy to research whether expense spending reports 
are properly reviewed and approved—and whether employees are 
reimbursed.    

Each of these benefits is a compelling reason to automate the expense 
management process. 

Together, they empower the growth that CFOs desire.  

REGULAR AUDITS OF EXPENSE REPORTS 
help businesses pinpoint areas of non-
compliance, flag expenses for potential fraud, 
curb bad behavior, and ensure that expenses 
meet tax rules.
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Conclusion
It seems like a “no brainer”—processing expense reports through a web-
based solution is proven to be a lot more efficient and cost-effective than 
manual processes. As evidence, consider that a lack of return on investment is 
one of the least cited reasons for not automating payables, per TechValidate.  
Moreover, top-performing finance organizations have significantly higher levels 
of automation, PwC finds. Yet many businesses still rely on pen and paper, 
spreadsheets, or an ERP to process expenses.  

One of the biggest reasons that finance departments are mired in these 
inefficient and ineffective expense processes is that they do not know how 
to sell the CFO on automation. The five benefits outlined in this white paper 
will help to bridge this divide—and convince even the most skeptical CFO to 
automate expense management.  

About the Sponsor
This white paper was sponsored by Certify. 

Certify is the leading online travel and expense management solution for 
companies of all sizes. Organizations worldwide book travel and complete 
expense reports quickly, easily, and cost-effectively using Certify cloud 
and mobile applications. For more information about Certify, please call 
207.773.6100 or visit www.certify.com.

About the AP & P2P Network

The AP & P2P Network is the leading provider 
of training, education and certification 
programs specifically for Accounts Payable, 
Procure-to-Pay, Global and Shared Services 
professionals as well as Controllers and their 
F&A teams.

Membership to the AP & P2P Network  
(www.app2p.com) provides 
comprehensive tools and resources to financial 
operations professionals who manage or are 
deeply involved in the Accounts Payable and 
Procure-to-Pay process.  

Focus areas include best practices for every 
AP & P2P function; AP & P2P metrics and 
benchmarking data; tax and regulatory 
compliance (e.g. 1099, 1042-S, W-9, W-8, 
Sales & Use Tax, Escheatment, VAT, Canadian 
Tax, Internal Controls); solutions to real-world 
problems challenging your department; AP 
& P2P automation case studies; member 
Q&A networking forums, Ask the Experts, 
calculators, and more than 300 downloadable, 
customizable AP & P2P policies, flowcharts, 
templates and internal control checklists.

A membership to the AP & P2P Network 
provides tangible ROI to any organization – 
saving your organization time, money and 
keeping you compliant.

Over 10,000 professionals have been certified 
as an Accredited Payables Specialist or 
Manager (available in English, Simple Chinese 
and Spanish), and Certified Professional 
Controller through the AP & P2P Network and 
its parent company, the Institute of Finance  
& Management.

AP & P2P Network also hosts the Accounts 
Payable and Procure-to-Pay Conference and 
Expo (Spring and Fall), designed to facilitate 
education and peer networking. 

The AP & P2P Network is produced by the 
Institute of Finance and Management (IOFM), 
which is the leading organization 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 
F&A teams. With a universe of over 100,000 
financial operations professionals, IOFM is the 
trusted source of information in the rapidly 
evolving field of financial operations.

http://www.certify.com
http://www.app2p.com

