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Th e  St a t e  o f  e Pa y a b l e s  2 0 2 2 : 
M a s t e r i n g  a  Ke y  Fu n c t i o n  a t  a  C r i t i c a l  T i m e

Ardent Partners research has shown that mastering the accounts payable (AP) process requires a unique blend of talent, 
process excellence, automation, and intelligence. While relatively few enterprises possess AP mastery in 2022, the opportunity 
to achieve it has never been more appealing or necessary. It has also never been easier. Financial and operational advantage 
is gained with AP mastery, and against a backdrop of global conflict, supply chain disruptions, and steep inflation, achieving it 
is vitally important to a business and its bottom line.

This 17th-annual AP-themed report is part of the ongoing dialogue that Ardent Partners’ analysts have had with Finance, AP, 
and P2P leaders for nearly two decades. The report examines the general competencies and capabilities of AP organizations 
today and highlights the management strategies and tactics that leading departments have utilized to drive their organizations 
forward over the past few years, as well as their plans and priorities for 2022 and beyond.

This report also presents a comprehensive, industry-wide view of what is happening in the world of accounts payable. It captures 
the experience, performance, perspective, and intentions of 184 AP departments. The report includes benchmark statistics, 
analysis, and recommendations that AP, Finance, and P2P teams can use to better understand the state of AP today, gain 
insight into best practices, benchmark their performance against the Best-in-Class, and ultimately improve their operations 
and performance.
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the current technology movement means that AP will have to work 
hard and deliberately to argue its case for enterprise relevancy 
and new investment. At the same time, AP leaders must be keenly 
aware of the need to build an organizational foundation that is firm 
enough to support current business needs and objectives, but is 
also flexible and agile enough to develop the capacity to identify 
and support the future needs of the enterprise as they emerge.

For most enterprises, the opportunity to transform and modernize 
the AP organization is both significant and achievable and should 
be undertaken sooner rather than later. To accomplish this, most 
AP departments will need to find both a business catalyst (like 
an enterprise-wide drive for efficiency or a focus on improving 
procure-to-pay operations) and either an executive sponsor 
(like the CFO or Treasurer) or a strong functional partner (like 
procurement) to successfully initiate the process. Until these are 
found, AP departments can greatly aid their cause by promoting 
an agenda focused on becoming a more strategic business unit 

and a more trusted business partner for supplier, data, and cash 
management needs.

AP Mastery: A Journey, Not a Destination
Once upon a time, automating time-consuming manual tasks was 
an end goal for AP organizations. Today, many AP leaders now 
realize that to live happily ever after and operate within a strategic 
business process, automation is just the first chapter of a longer 
story. Only after AP processes have been automated and the 
function is in a position to focus on handling exceptions (and not 
handling every invoice), can it begin to move up the value chain 
and focus on more strategic aspects of the operation, including 
data gathering, data analysis, and dissemination of that data/
intelligence. Ardent Partners believes that AP’s ability to leverage 
its data to provide actionable information to key stakeholders is 
the “golden goose” the organization can use to impact enterprise 
operations and results. Of course, capturing this data without the 
use of automation tools is a fool’s errand.

Despite the general pressure on businesses to modernize 
themselves and comprehensively digitize the entire enterprise, 
many AP departments have been largely overlooked when it 
comes to technology investments. The simple fact that other 
business units and functions have been prioritized ahead of AP in 

Strategies for Success
“Mastery is a journey, not a destination. True masters never believe they have attained mastery. There is always 
more to be learned and greater skill to be developed.” – Timothy Ferriss
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Strategies for Success
The results from Best-in-Class organizations show that an 
investment in AP can pay large dividends. It is the relentless 
pressure on performance, innovation, and agility that makes an 
investment in AP all but necessary for most enterprises. While the 
speed and level of returns from an AP transformation initiative 

can and do vary widely, with proper planning and execution, the 
long-term value that a cohesive and comprehensive AP program 

can deliver will be realized. Beyond modeling the Best-in-Class 
attributes, capabilities, and approaches, Ardent recommends the 
following strategies for AP departments seeking to improve their 

performance and build a better, brighter future.

Develop a Strategic Business Plan for Accounts Payable

If you don’t know where you are going, any road will take you 
there. Unfortunately, more than 50% of AP organizations surveyed 
don’t have a multi-year strategic business plan. Why is planning so 
important for AP? Ardent’s research shows that compared to their 
peers, those with plans in place are more than six times as likely to 
achieve Best-in-Class results. 

Success just doesn’t happen, mastering today’s new AP landscape 
begins with planning and preparation. The plan should include 

both short- and long-term goals that are measurable so as to 

better gauge how well the department is performing against its 

plan and take corrective actions if necessary. It is also important to 

remember that the plan is not just a static document, but one that 
should be reviewed and updated regularly. Many of the whether 
that be every six months, annually, or whatever you and your 
team deem appropriate. Many of the other strategies for success 
discussed below go into greater detail about the items that should 

be included when developing a strategic plan. But there is no 

better time than right now to get organized and develop AP’s 
roadmap to the future.

Train Staff to Ensure Future Success 

The business world is always changing, and AP teams must 
change with it. The role of AP within the organization has changed 
as it continues to evolve and become more strategic to overall 

operations. The scope of today’s AP staff extends far outside of 
its traditional functions. To be successful, requires mastering a 
broader knowledge of the enterprise itself and how it interacts 

with AP. For example, with inflationary pressures and interest rates 
on the rise, AP’s ability to impact cash management continues to 
grow, and a new set of skills and training is needed to capitalize on 
the opportunity. As Jeff Bezos said, “In business, what’s dangerous 

is not to evolve”. AP leaders must regularly evaluate the skills and 
competencies of the AP team as a way to ensure the function 
remains vital in the years ahead. 
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Protect AP from Criminal Mischief

Fraud and security breaches are a very real threat to organizations 
all over the world. Greater than one-third of all organizations in this 
year’s study reported being the target of an invoice or payment 
fraud attempt. The real number is probably much higher since 
many attacks go unreported while others are not identified or seen. 
Mastering your organization’s protection against fraud requires 
providing staff with applicable training on fraud prevention and 

compliance skills. Training can be an effective tool in preventing 

and mitigating fraud, as is leveraging AP automation and electronic 
B2B payment solutions to eliminate paper and manual processes 
from the invoice approval and payment cycle. The best way to 
combat fraud is constant vigilance and active monitoring tools 

that limit fraud attempts from happening in the first place.

Accelerate AP’s Digital Transformation

Automation, now more than ever, is critically important. AP can 
create enormous value for the enterprise, but only if the function 
can focus on the more strategic aspects of the operation. The 

events of the past three years helped highlight the crucial 
importance of the AP function to ensure business continuity and 
an organization’s overall well-being. They also highlighted the 
challenges of paper-driven, manual processes. AP automation is 
no longer a nice-to-have, it is essential to not only surviving but 
also thriving in an uncertain future with looming inflation, rising 

costs, labor shortages, supply chain disruptions, and unknown 
global pandemics. AP leaders need to look holistically at their 
operations and leverage automation wherever possible.

Adopt a Collaborative, Customer Service Mindset

AP needs to start thinking of itself as a customer-focused operation 

and understand the needs and wants of its clients (both internal 
and external) and those that it supports. If it has not already 
happened, each AP team should lose its back-office mindset and 
add functionality and services, such as sharing data, information, 
and knowledge, that optimize the value and experience it provides 
to its key constituents. Customer service matters. A good user 
experience can improve the overall impression of AP from those 
outside the function (or company in the case of suppliers).

“Perception is reality,” and in the case of AP, perception really does 
matter. It translates into suppliers that want to do business with 
your firm, buyers that want to buy more, and recognition internally 
of the value that AP can (and does) provide. To get started, begin 
measuring customer satisfaction and take the necessary steps to 
continually improve upon it.

Build Out AP’s Data Intelligence Capabilities

There is no getting around it, we live in an increasingly data-driven 
world. That’s good news for AP which has direct access to a wealth 
of transactional data for a clear view of what is happening across the 
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organization from a spend perspective. AP teams need to harness 
this data and make it available for use by stakeholders throughout 
the organization. This, in turn, can help business leaders make 
better-informed (and timelier) decisions with on-demand financial 
and supplier intelligence.

Optimize Cash Management and B2B Payment Strategies 

“When people talk about cash being king, it’s not king if it just 

sits there and never does anything.” – Warren Buffet. The link 
between AP and overall cash management has never been more 

appreciated. When and how invoices get paid can have a huge 
impact on an organization’s cash flow, liquidity, profitability, as well 
as supplier relationships. It is crucial that AP provide intelligence 
around cash management in a timely and accurate way, and that it 
also incorporates real-time directions for optimizing and executing 
its B2B payments.

Be a Leader, Not a Follower

For far too long, the expectations of the AP function were tactical, 
inward-looking, and back office in nature. Today, however, the 
role of AP within enterprises, and the business world at large, has 
changed. AP is finally being broadly recognized and appreciated 
for the strategic value it can provide. For AP to fulfill its potential, 
those in charge must be leaders with vision, strategies, and plans 
for the expanded role AP will have in enabling overall enterprise 

success. AP leaders need to take a more assertive role in adding 

value to the rest of the organization. AP needs to be proactive and 
look for ways to improve efficiency, drive value, reduce costs, and 
anticipate the needs of other business functions and suppliers.

Conclusion
True mastery is the art of perfecting a craft. But in the context of 
the modern business world, value is much more important than 
perfection. In 2022, mastering AP is evidenced by consistently 
delivering Best-in-Class levels of performance that translate into 
high value and a competitive advantage in the market. AP mastery 
starts with automation and builds upon broad-based proficiency. 
The challenging times brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic have 
provided a great catalyst for investment in and focus on the AP 
function. It now falls upon AP leaders to convert these investments 
into performance. And, as market uncertainty continues to 
snowball with additional financial and global pressures added 
daily, organizations of all sizes and in all regions that master AP 
have a window of opportunity to deliver outsized-performance at 
this critical time and into the future.
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Report Demographics
The research in this report is drawn from 184 respondents 

representing the following demographics:

Job Function: 47% accounts payable; 14% finance/accounting; 
13% procurement; 12% P2P; 10% information technology; 4% 
treasury

Job Role: 35% VP-level or higher; 12% director-level; 30% manager-
level; 23% staff-level

Company Revenue:  57% Large (revenue > $1 billion); 21% Mid-
market (revenue between $250 million - $1 billion); 22% Small 
(revenue < $250 million)

Region: 65% North America; 30% EMEA; 5% Asia-Pac

Industry: More than 20 distinct industries are represented. 
Manufacturing, Healthcare, Financial Services, Technology, and 
Retail 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 184 AP and finance leaders captured between March and 
May, 2022 and includes direct interviews with several survey 
respondents. These 184 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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