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Th e  St a t e  o f  e Pa y a b l e s  2 0 1 9 : 
D r i v i n g  Va l u e  i n  t h e  A g e  o f  I n t e l l i g e n c e 
The major eras of the modern age — Agricultural, Industrial, and Digital — have each been identified as revolutions that 
broke the continuum of human progress and placed it on a new, higher trajectory. More than simply re-categorizing business’ 
and society’s winners and losers, these revolutions “changed the game” both completely and forever. While many different 
factors helped to shape and define the eras, each shared common inputs (innovative ideas and new technology) that resulted 
in a common output (remarkable advances in productivity). Each era was also a direct byproduct of the one that preceded it 
– for example, the cycles of innovation and the advances in production prowess of the Industrial Revolution ultimately led to 
computers, software, and the internet as part of the Digital Revolution. Due to the rise of business process automation tools, 
cloud-based applications, mobile solutions, and connected devices permeating the modern business environment, more data 
is being created each year than ever before. The result is a world that has become increasingly data-driven, and businesses 
around the globe have an extraordinary opportunity to capitalize on it.

In 2019, businesses and consumers are now fully engulfed by technology and the data it both creates and captures. The same 
holds true for accounts payable (“AP”) departments across the globe. Accounts payable’s Big Data has the potential to become 
the next major force and catalyst for the profession. In fact, over the next few years, Ardent Partners predicts that a new type of 
intelligence will emerge from this data that enables AP teams and their key partners to view their operations differently and by 
doing so, will force these same groups to develop new strategies and approaches. For the AP leaders everywhere, this is the 
dawning of the Age of Intelligence. This new age presents those willing to seize it with unprecedented potential to transform 
not only how AP operates but more importantly, the true value and intelligence it can offer to the business.
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take fate into their own hands and become the driving force behind 
change and transformation. They cannot and should not rely on 
others to aid their cause. They must “become the change” while 
also serving as the primary change agent.

Over the last three years, finance executives state that there has 
been an increased focus on the role of the modern-day AP function. 
This has resulted in a more broad-based understanding of the 

function and its ability to impact value, savings, and intelligence. 
This is a departure from the past where the AP group was relegated 

to the unglamorous back office, managing a long-term cycle of 
tactical, manual-processes and an abundance of paper, “destined” 
to remain a function that would never see its “day in the sun.”

Over the past decade, however, AP’s tide has been turning. In 
the aftermath of the Great Recession, most businesses came to 
the realization that “doing more with less” meant that even the 
most tactical of units had opportunities for sizable performance 
improvement via an increase in precision and efficiency. And, as 
those initial improvements were identified and pursued, other, 

“Destiny” and “business” are two words that rarely intersect in 
modern discourse. Destiny is an abstraction usually applied to the 
future potential of a person (or thing) and their ultimate place in 

the universe. Destiny is defined as both the pre-determined path 
and destination of journey, regardless of the choices made by 
those traveling. Thus, leveraging the concept of destiny in regards 
to the world of business may seem like an odd choice. Business, 
of course, is business... something very real and concrete and the 
underpinning of all finance and economics. 

In 2019, the speed in which key functions are thrust into and out 
of the spotlight based upon a change in strategy or a response 
to the market is accelerating. Likewise, the path of an Accounts 
Payable transformation and the team’s final destination are not 
always of its own choosing. Groups within the enterprise and 
beyond it can have a direct influence on any department, as do 
elements of technology, innovation, and globalization. In the case 
of the AP function, these external forces include the procurement 
organization, treasury and finance teams, line-of-business leaders, 
and suppliers. But, leading AP organizations know that they must 

“It is not in the stars to hold our destiny but in ourselves.”   

– William Shakespeare

The State of Accounts Payable
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intellectual capacity and invest in ways to fully leverage it across 
the entire scope of operations. But, while intelligence can be 
a great asset, if it is not applied or applied correctly, its value is 
considerably lessened. 

In 2019, the state of Accounts Payable is strong, and for those 
organizations getting smarter via the use of their data, it is only 
going to get stronger. 

The Turning Tide – AP’s New Perception
The state of Accounts Payable has not always been strong; in fact, 
it has historically been weak. For example, exactly ten years ago, as 
businesses were struggling to return to more stable and profitable 
times, the AP automation industry’s momentum hit a wall. After 
riding the coattails of the B2B internet revolution that originated in 

the late 1990s, AP had once again become an afterthought. It was 
not until a few years later when a change in executive thinking, driven 
by the level of innovation in the enterprise software market and 
the rising threat of global competition, called for a comprehensive 
push to modernize the entire enterprise. As a result, the concept of 
digital transformation was born.

Today, the leading trend with enterprise technology projects is to 
approach them as holistic “digital transformations,” something 
significantly more impactful than simple process automation. The 
digital transformation of an AP department is an opportunity to use 
technology as a means to reimagine the organization’s entire scope 

secondary, yet more strategic opportunities to create enterprise 
value began to emerge. In essence, many of the very back-office 
and operational pieces of the average businesses had the power 

to fuel new productivity gains in comparison with bigger, more 
strategic components of the greater organization.

Today is an exciting time to be working in AP as a majority of 
teams continue to pursue and capture efficiency gains while 
simultaneously unlocking a whole host of new and more strategic 
opportunities. For most, the year ahead will not just be highlighted 
by a long line of behind-the-scenes operational struggles, cloaked 
in the sheen of paper, manual processes, and a lack of real business 
impact. Ardent Partners believes that many AP groups, and the 
profession, more broadly, are slowly, but surely, entering the Age 
of Intelligence. For AP professionals, this new age will begin to 
shift the goals of an AP operation from those that are the result of 

an efficiency-based and process-driven culture to those that exist 
for organizations that work at the intersection of data, intelligence, 
and value. In the near-future, AP will start to model other business 
functions within the enterprise (marketing, production, and IT) that 
have endeavored to build an intelligent operation that uses a data-

driven methodology to support key decisions. 

If strong leadership is critical to an AP team’s success, over the 
next few years, intelligence will become equally important at the 
organizational level. In that regard, leading AP and finance leaders 
know that they must develop and expand their organization’s 
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clearly a positive sign that AP’s worst days are behind it and that its 
future is bright.

 

The research findings in Figure 1 above portray AP as an industry 
in the midst of change – but change that has not fully arrived. And, 
it has taken quite some time to simply reach a point where AP can 
reasonably be considered a core enterprise function. For most AP 
leaders, the opportunity exists to spark the function’s new journey 
forward into more strategic territory. Others can and should track 
the broader industry and start to use their peers’ successes to 
educate internal stakeholders on the art of what is possible for AP.

of operations and how it performs. Unlike the process automation 
initiatives that focused on making singular sub-process areas like 
invoice receipt and approval workflow more efficient (but failed to 
transform a department), a digital transformation does not view 
technology as a process enabler, but rather, as the fundamental 
process going forward.

A successful digital transformation requires many elements, 
including sponsorship, effort, collaboration, vision, expertise, and 
a supporting technology infrastructure; superior program design 
also remains a critical element in the speed and impact of the 

initiative. But more than anything, it requires the entire organization 
to embrace change and go “all in.”

The Accounts Payable function has benefited from this newer digital 
approach where transformations now look to address the full AP 
process as defined by Ardent Partners’ ePayables Framework. When 
done successfully, a more significant and long-term impact on AP 
operations and results can occur. And, as digital transformations 
continue to hit all parts of the enterprise, greater opportunities to 
create value are unlocked. Here again, AP benefits from the larger 
business trend with more business and finance executives realizing 
that they can drive more strategic value from their AP unit. This 
realization translates into greater awareness of and respect for the 
function. In fact, Ardent Partners research shows that in 2019 (see 
Figure 1 to the right), a majority (55%) of businesses perceive AP as 
“very” or “exceptionally” valuable to the overall enterprise. This is 

© Ardent Partners - 2019

Figure 1: The Current Perception of AP
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Taking into account the values in Figure 1 on the previous page, it 
is important to note that AP has earned its recognition by making 
some major strides over the past several years, including:

• Developing more effective process-led capabilities that 

transform tactical execution into strategic value. For 
years, the typical AP function was mired in paper, resulting in 
huge inefficiencies and limited opportunities to do anything 
highly valuable in the eyes of their stakeholders. When paper 
dominates an AP department, inefficiency, and most likely 
ineptitude are sure to follow. Frustration with paper has been a 
primary driver for placing more emphasis on the “front end” of 
the total AP process. The result has been that more AP leaders 

are transforming the initial program capabilities – invoice 

receipt and approval workflow. Paper out, efficiency in! 

• Serving as a valuable conduit for more strategic activity like 

spend management and cash management. One frequently 
overlooked attribute in regard to AP is that it serves a critical 
role in how other, more strategic, enterprise units can function. 
For example, procurement can benefit from the power of 
AP’s ability to close the procure-to-pay (“P2P”) loop in a more 
efficient manner, while treasury (or the executive team) can use 
the day-to-day insights of what AP is doing and processing to 
understand and then impact the business’ financial health.

• Sparking the Age of Intelligence in how the business 

ultimately perceives the output of the AP function. Accounts 

Payable sits on a veritable goldmine of data. Although not all 
of the enterprise’s core spend data can be extracted from AP 
data, the truth is there is enough financial data to spark real 
intelligence in how the enterprise is performing from a spend 

management perspective and a cash management/financial 
perspective. Once digital transformation-attuned business 
executives understood the general opportunity of mining 
enterprise data for value, many business leaders realized that 
AP can also trigger intelligence-led insights that can improve 

decision making and thereby, performance.

With a majority of executives now considering the unit to be 
strategic, or more valuable to the enterprise, opportunities abound 
for AP. More specifically, it is high time for AP leaders to more 
aggressively push their functions forward. 

The Barriers to AP’s Higher Ground
At the surface, AP is destined for greater things, supported by the 
growing perception of the function as adding real value to the 

enterprise at large. However, as shown in Figure 2 (next page), 
several sizable barriers exist between AP and its vaunted higher 
ground.
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Two other longstanding pressures prove that, although AP has 
good momentum, it has not moved beyond many of the operational 
deficiencies that it has historically faced. Lengthy invoice approval 
times (51%) and “too much paper” (40%) also mean that no matter 
how far AP advances within the enterprise, including its overall 
perception, it must overcome traditional challenges daily in order 
to free itself from the trappings of the back office. With tactical 
pressures continuing to threaten the strategic value of many AP 
units, the teams must respond with technology- and program-
led strategies to hold them off and deliver ultimate success in the 

months and years to come.

AP’s Plan for 2019: Boost the Insights, Lose the Paper
A modern AP operation can discern itself from historical iterations 

by executing a multifaceted plan for the future that is dependent on 
solving tactical requirements and challenges while also enhancing 
its big data opportunity. As shown in Figure 3 (next page), many 
AP teams possess a pointed plan-of-attack for 2019 (and beyond): 
work to thrive in the Age of Intelligence and confront the problems 
of the past.

In 2019, exceptions (62%) remain the bane of AP’s existence. 
Invoice exceptions slow invoice processing to a crawl, creating 
detrimental bottlenecks that mute efficiency and effectiveness. 
That this pressure remains at the top of the “major challenges” 
category for several years running is telling: even as AP treads 
into new and more strategic territory within the greater enterprise, 
everyday issues can still hamper the journey and stall it before it 
ever truly begins.

© Ardent Partners - 2019

Figure 2: Top AP Pressures
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as one built on an intelligence-led plan that harnesses the value of 

its data for the good of the greater enterprise.

There is literally almost nothing that can be said about the 
eradication of paper (47%) that has not been previously said (or 
written) in the thirteen previous editions of this annual “State of 
ePayables” report. Accounts Payable is one of the few functions 
within the modern business that teeters on the edge of automation 

and manual-led processes, with some enterprises choosing an 
archaic approach that unfortunately has been the function’s baseline 
for decades. In today’s age of digitization and on-demand insights, 
paper has no place. While this priority may seem like a consistent 
challenge for the AP professional, it should be perceived as more 
of a quest than a lone, single-year objective. Paper invoices and 
checks will always be a problem that needs to be addressed in order 
for any AP team to realize its true potential, and, more importantly, 
optimize its value.

The improvement of AP’s reporting and analytics (48%) represents 
the distinct view that there are real opportunities to be had in the 

Age of Intelligence. Today’s businesses are fueled by “outcomes” 
and the means of which to predict those outcomes based on real-

time intelligence. The AP function sits in an interesting position in 

relation to its fellow stakeholders, and it can be an active participant 
in the development of cash management and spend management 

strategies via its data and insights. The plan to prioritize this aspect 
of an AP unit indicates that many AP leaders see the path forward 

Figure 3: AP’s Top Priorities for 2019
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A successful digital transformation requires 
many elements, including sponsorship, 
effort, collaboration, vision, expertise, and a 
supporting technology infrastructure; superior 
program design also remains a critical element 
in the speed and impact of the initiative.
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The Game Plan
Considering the challenges faced by today’s AP organizations, it is 
clear that a smart “game plan” for the next twelve months revolves 
around two inextricably linked themes:

1. Solve most, if not all, of the tactical and manual-based issues 
that have plagued the function for decades, then…

2. Develop and build an “intelligent” function that uses its evolving 
business perception to engage more stakeholders, gain greater 
investment, and support better business outcomes through 
intelligence-based insights.

An intelligent AP operation cannot exist where the staff are 
processing paper and performing predominantly manual-based 
activities. As AP teams head into a new decade, shining from the 
glow of being viewed as a valuable member of the team, they 
should continue to strive for greater process optimization and the 
attainment and delivery of real-time, intelligence-fueled insights.
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Exceptions: The “Root Cause” of All Evil
For an invoice to be approved, it must be matched and reconciled against the 

underlying order to ensure that the payment matches what the vendor supplied 

at the previously agreed-upon terms. When the invoice information is incomplete 

or does not correspond to what was expected, an exception is created. In 2019, 

Ardent Partners research shows that there are a variety of underlying causes of 

exceptions (see Figure 4 below), and that more often than not, the problems that 

AP must solve are not of its own making.

The top source of invoice exceptions (82%) is caused by a discrepancy between 

the purchase order (“PO”) and the information on an invoice. The information 

typically contained on a PO tends to be accurate because it both initiates and 

defines the order. A PO lists what is to be purchased, quantities, price, payment 

terms, etc. This means that the invoice is the usual culprit in any document 

discrepancy and the root cause of the problem. Sometimes, the differences 

between the two documents are small enough to be acceptable as they fall 

within a pre-defined “variance” amount between the quantities being shipped 

and/or the cost being charged versus what was ordered and listed on the PO (i.e., 

the document of truth). 

Invoices are generated by suppliers, and “Supplier Error” came in as the second 

highest source of invoice exceptions (48%). Delays caused by a lag in receiving 

matching information (or the lack of matching info) is a major issue for the AP 

team. Any delay in receiving the appropriate information will extend the invoice 

approval process unnecessarily, while a lack of information can also cause delays 

as the AP team seeks out the original information needed to understand the 

order and gain an invoice approval. Invoice exceptions put a strain on the buyer’s 

relationship with its vendors and frequent mistakes on POs and invoices create 

friction in the relationship and undue time and costs for each trading partner.

Many issues arise when suppliers create and submit manual, paper-based invoices 

for approval. One solution to this is adopting an eInvoicing solution that enables 

suppliers to remove paper from the AP process by creating invoices electronically. 

eInvoicing solutions can set required fields that suppliers must complete before 

being able to submit an invoice. This can virtually eliminate the submission 

of invoices with missing information that is needed by an AP organization to 

successfully process and pay it. eInvoicing solutions can also automatically reject 

and reroute an invoice back to a supplier if additional information is needed. This 

prevents incomplete invoices from being processed and bypasses the need for 

AP staffers to get directly involved with the supplier to communicate the issue.

While not all organizations have a PO process in place to manage their vendor 

Figure 4: The Top Sources of Invoice Exceptions 
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orders, those enterprises that utilize POs achieve significantly higher levels of 

automation than their non-PO using peers. The reason for this is fairly straight-

forward – a PO is generated by the buyer and contains a summary of the goods 

and/or services that the buyer is planning to purchase from the supplier along 

with key information such as quantity, price, delivery and payment terms, and 

administrative elements like date and order number. Purchase orders clarify what 

is expected of the supplier and provides both parties with a legal document 

for the purchase. Once an invoice is received from a supplier, the information 

on it must be matched and validated against the original order, an underlying 

contract, and/or some type of receiving documentation. If a corresponding PO 

does not exist for an invoice, it is significantly more difficult for AP to validate the 

original order and determine if, how, and when it should be paid. 

A lack of a Purchase Order (45%) was listed as the third highest source of invoice 

exceptions for AP departments. For organizations that do not use a formal PO 

process, implementing an eProcurement system that generates POs is an obvious 

solution to this problem. However, even with an eProcurement system in place, 

certain orders may bypass or fall outside the scope of that system. To combat this 

issue, P2P teams would be wise to follow the lead of Best-in-Class organizations 

that more frequently utilize a “No PO, No Pay” policy. The benefits of using POs 

is clear – 79% of all invoices processed by Best-In-Class organizations are linked 

to POs. As a result, these leaders achieve a 2.5x higher rate of straight-through 

invoice processing. At the end of the day, higher levels of P2P automation as well 

as tighter collaboration with procurement and suppliers will go a long way to 

reducing the number of exceptions.
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all facets of their sourcing, procurement, supply management, and 
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Commerce One. Additionally, his experience in strategic sourcing 
(where he managed sourcing projects totaling more than $500 
million in aggregate client spend), business process transformation, 
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Andrew has been named a “Pro to Know” by Supply and Demand 
Chain Executive multiple times and holds a B.A. in Economics 
from The College of the Holy Cross and an M.B.A in Finance from 
Indiana University. He welcomes your comments at abartolini@
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Report Demographics
The research in this report is drawn from respondents representing 
the following demographics:

Job Function: 63% Accounts Payable; 18% P2P; 8% Finance/
Accounting

Job Role: 39% Director & Up; 39% AP Manager; 17% AP Staff

Company Revenue: 60% Large (revenue > $1 billion); 40% Small & 
Mid-Market (revenue between $50 million and $1 billion) 

Region: 71% North America; 24% EMEA

Industry: More than 25 distinct industries are represented. 
Manufacturing, Oil and Energy, Pharmaceutical, Higher Ed, 
Financial Services, and Hi-Tech are the largest industries in the 
survey pool; no industry represents more than 15% of the overall 
survey respondents. 

About Ardent Partners
Ardent Partners is a Boston-based research and advisory firm 
focused on defining and advancing the supply management 
strategies, processes, and technologies that drive business 
value and accelerate organizational transformation within the 
enterprise. Ardent also publishes the CPO Rising and Payables 
Place websites. Register for exclusive access to Ardent Partners 
research at ardentpartners.com/newsletter-registration/

Research Methodology
Ardent Partners follows a rigorous research process developed over 
years spent researching the accounts payable market. The research 
in this report represents the web-based survey responses of 167 AP 
and finance leaders captured between March and May, 2019 and 
includes direct interviews with several survey respondents. These 
167 participants shared their strategies and intentions, as well as 
their operational and performance results to help us define Best-
in-Class AP performance and understand what levers the leading 
groups pull to obtain their advantage. This primary research effort 
was also informed by the experience and analysis of the report 
author and the entire Ardent Partners research team. Complete 
respondent demographics are included to the right. 

http://cporising.com/
http://payablesplace.com/
http://payablesplace.com/
http://ardentpartners.com/newsletter-registration/
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Ardent Partners is a research and advisory firm focused on 
defining, and advancing the supply management strategies, 
processes, and technologies that drive business value and 
accelerate organizational transformation within the enterprise. 
Ardent Partners was founded by Andrew Bartolini.

Ardent Partners actively covers the supply management 
marketplace and produces research to help business decision- 
makers understand (1) industry best practices and how to 
improve performance & (2) the technology landscape and how 
to identify the best-fit solution(s) for their specific budget and 
requirements.

Contact research@ardentpartners.com if you have any questions about this report or our research in general. 
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On October 29 & 30, you’re invited to join a select group of Chief Procurement Officers and other business leaders who will come 
together at the Harvard Club (Back Bay) in Boston for the annual CPO Rising 2019 Summit, an executive symposium brought to you by 
Ardent Partners.

This exclusive event promises valuable networking opportunities and the interactive exchange of ideas for CPOs and other procurement 
executives. Attendees can expect to return home with a collection of new and innovative ideas and strategies that will help improve the 
performance of their organizations and increase the impact their teams have on business results. 

From keynote presentations to CPO panel discussions, case studies, and breakout sessions, the unparalleled speaker panel will highlight 
the topics that matter most to those procurement executives driving value within the enterprise and across the supply chain.

CPO Rising 2019 is an event for CPOs by CPOs. The day and a half summit provides an intimate setting for delegates to connect, network, 
and share knowledge and experiences. Join an expected 150 CPOs and other procurement executives for this exclusive event. 

The CPO Rising 2019 Summit
October 29 & 30, 2019 - Boston, MA

Online registration now available with “Early Bird” Pricing available until August 31. 
 

For more details, visit:  http://events.cporising.com

Interested in speaking at the show, click here to submit a nomination.

THE CPO IS RISING IN 2019!

mailto:research%40ardentpartners.com?subject=CPO%20Rising%202017%20-%20Speaker%20Nomination
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