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01 Introduction 

It’s the end of the quarter and you’re reviewing 
supplier expenses when an invoice catches your eye. 
Or more specifically, two identical paid invoices catch 
your eye. With the number of manual checks your 
finance team has in place to minimize this kind of error, 
you wonder: how could this have happened… again?   
 
Receiving and even mistakenly paying a duplicate 
supplier invoice is a common concern for Canadian 
businesses of all sizes. Unfortunately, it’s also just one 
of many accounts payable challenges facing today’s 
finance teams. As the world we live in becomes even 
more integrated through rapidly advancing mobile and 
cloud computing technologies, the finance function  
is under greater pressure to improve visibility, reduce 
errors, and shorten processing times on all aspects of 
operational spend. Fortunately, as the following report 
shows, accounts payable automation can help 
Canadian businesses to do just that. 
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SAP® Concur® Canada recently commissioned 
Northstar Research Partners to survey Canadian 
businesses about Accounts Payable (AP) 
automation trends. Over 500 Canadian finance 
decision-makers at companies ranging from 
small businesses to large enterprise 
organizations were asked about their current 
accounts payable processes, challenges and 
solutions. While the majority of respondents felt 
that their finance departments are doing a good 
job overall, close to 80% said their invoice 
processes could be improved. Two-thirds also 
think their financial processes and operations 
are more reactive than proactive. 

One particular insight from the research is clear: 
how “proactive” a company is with its accounts 
payable processes is directly related to its level 

of AP automation, which impacts the company’s 
finance operations as a whole. In fact, over  
half of the finance decision-makers surveyed  
consider supplier invoice automation to be very / 
extremely important to the success of the finance 
function. The statistic is even higher for those 
companies who have fully automated AP 
solutions, with 80% believing that automation  
is critical to their finance team’s success.

So, whether your company has only partially 
automated its supplier invoice processes, or 
you’re merely exploring the possibility, this report 
can help shed light on the common concerns and 
challenges faced by similar Canadian businesses, 
plus the advantages enjoyed by those companies 
that have already made the transition to full AP 
automation.

DEFINITION:  
Accounts Payable (AP) Automation  
The ongoing effort of companies to streamline  
the review and processing of transactions between 
a company and its suppliers, specifically supplier 
invoice management.
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For those with manual or partially automated AP

The adage “time is money” certainly seems to 
apply to supplier invoice processing. It’s easy  
to see why when close to half of the survey 
respondents reported processing more than  
100 invoices per month. Almost half of the 
companies have more than 5 employees 
managing the accounts payable process, 
resulting in nearly 18 hours per finance team 
member each week committed to processing 
supplier invoices.

It’s not just the effort and time required to 
review, approve and process supplier invoices 
either, but also the critical task of maintaining 
positive supplier relationships on an ongoing 
basis. Consider the following statistic:  
nearly 2/3 of businesses surveyed said  
they receive payment status requests from 
suppliers once a week or more. This is even 
more daunting when you consider that 39%  
of companies with manual AP processes feel  
it’s difficult to extremely difficult to provide 
their suppliers with accurate updates on 
payment status. 

It’s little wonder then that finance decision-
makers are actively looking for ways to  
automate their supplier invoice processes.  
In fact, finance decision-makers estimate  
that they could save 60% of the time spent  
on accounts payable tasks, or approximately 
10.8 hours per week, if their account payable 
processes were automated. 

In addition to saving time, finance decision-
makers also estimate they could shorten their 
average supplier invoice cycle by 6 DAYS. This 
improvement in operational efficiency can lead 
to a number of trickle-down benefits.

Conversely, for those businesses without full AP 
automation, approximately 1/3rd of respondents 
admitted that it was extremely difficult to provide 
their suppliers with accurate updates on payment 
status. This not only puts significant strain on 
supplier relationships, but could even lead to the 
loss of previously loyal suppliers and years of 
hard-earned working synergies and trust.

02 Room for process improvement 
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Despite the clear room for improvement, the 
automation of supplier invoice processes hasn’t 
been the top priority for many Canadian 
companies. In fact, compared to other financial 
processes, the survey found that accounts 
payable is the least likely to be fully automated. 
Respondents indicated that payroll, general 
bookkeeping, and financial analysis are most  
likely to be fully automated. Nonetheless,  
the move to automated accounts payable 
systems is clearly picking up steam,  with close 
to 80% of businesses surveyed saying  they 
have at least some level of AP automation. 

03 Overcoming barriers 

CURRENT LEVELS OF AUTOMATION 

TOP ACCOUNTS PAYABLE CHALLENGES
A close look at top accounts payable challenges 
reveals what is driving that automation 
momentum:

Somewhat automated

Entirely manual

Not applicable 

84%

12%

4%

• Paying duplicate invoices
More than half of Canadian businesses
have received duplicate invoices and almost
one-third paid a duplicate invoice even
though it had already been paid.

• Making late payments
Two-thirds of businesses have been
charged a fee for late payments and 42%

 have experienced termination of goods
or a relationship with a supplier because
of late payments.

• Forecasting cash flow
Approximately one-third of Canadian
finance decision-makers feel it is very
difficult to provide accurate updates
on a supplier’s payment status, while
almost half can only provide an estimate
of supplier invoice liabilities at any
given time.

84%

12%

4%
With such significant challenges facing finance 
teams, you might wonder why a substantial 
number of Canadian businesses are still managing 
their accounts payable tasks with entirely manual 
AP processes. The answer comes down to  
perception, or more accurately, misperception.

10%
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COMMON AUTOMATION CONCERNS 
The barriers to implementing AP automation 
can often seem insurmountable to those 
companies currently using manual processes. 
The four most common concerns finance 
decision-makers had before automating 
their AP were:

Fear around internal push-back by employees,  
and concerns that automation will create  
undue operational stress by disrupting  
current processes, can have many finance 
decision-makers hesitating to even broach  
the subject internally. Despite the long-term  
cost savings of AP automation, lack of budget 
often becomes the scapegoat in lieu of having 
potentially difficult conversations around  
change management with the rest of one’s 
leadership team. 

PERCEPTION VS. REALITY 
What’s important to note is that companies  
with full AP automation had significantly less  
concerns than financial decision makers  
at companies with manual or partially  
automated AP.  In fact, nearly a quarter  
reported having no challenges whatsoever  
with implementing an automated accounts  
payable system. Even more revealing  
are the benefits cited by companies with  
AP automation.

38% of companies with 
manual AP automation 
feel lack of budget and  
reduced flexibility are  
barriers to implementing 
AP automation.

1. Difficulty with change     and disruption   2. Lack of buy-in among staff    and management   3. Lack of budget   4. Reduced flexibility
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04 Automation momentum  

If there is any one key insight to draw from  
the research on Canadian accounts payable  
automation trends, it’s that the benefits of  
automation far outweigh any expected or  
experienced barriers to implementation. It’s  
a fact that hasn’t gone unnoticed by Canadian 
businesses leaders, either. 

Out of those businesses surveyed that currently 
have manual accounts payable processes, nearly 
half said they are currently in the process of  
automating their AP processes. Another one-third 
are planning to automate AP within the next  
two years, and a full three quarters of finance  
decision-makers would implement AP automation 
within a year if the decision was entirely up  
to them.

3/4 of finance  
decision-makers 
would implement 
AP automation 
within a year  
if the decision was  
entirely up to them

PLANS TO AUTOMATE ACCOUNTS RECEIVABLE

4% 12%

46%

6%

33%

12% 
Already fully automated
 46% 
in the process of automating
 33% 
planning to within 2 years 
 6% 
planning to beyond 2 years
 4% 
not automated / planning
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TOP BENEFITS AMONG AP  
AUTOMATION USERS
Those companies who have made the leap  
to automation don’t just believe in the value  
of AP… they live it. Benefits experienced by  
Canadian companies with full AP automation  
are as follows: 
 
72%  
Improved accuracy 
 
62%  
Reduced operating costs 
 
58%  
Reduced time spent on AP administration 
 
52%  
Increased finance team productivity

Larger companies were also more likely  
to experience faster response times  
to inquiries and quicker revenue gains,  
while smaller companies cited increased  
productivity overall.

THE STRATEGIC VALUE OF AUTOMATION
The reasons for automating aren’t just  
operational, either. The vast majority of finance 
decision-makers understand that improving  
efficiency will allow them to provide more  
strategic value to their business. They know  
that by working toward streamlining and  
improving their financial processes, the entire 
finance function can be freed up to focus  
on building insights from data that will help  
grow the business.

It’s a clear indication that you don’t have  
to be an early adopter of AP automation  
technologies to still enjoy the benefits.  
You just need to get moving.

72% of companies with 
full AP automation 
say they’ve experienced  
improved accuracy 
from AP automation.
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CONTACT US
For more information on  
accounts payable automation  
solutions from SAP Concur, 
go to www.concur.ca.

06 Summary
Whether your company is still using manual AP 
processes or has already begun the shift to an 
automated AP system, one thing is certain:  
Accounts Payable automation can offer 
exponential benefits to your entire business. 
Improving accuracy, reducing operating costs, 
and enhancing supplier relationships is just  
the beginning. Take a moment to consider: 

• Is the way you manage your supplier invoices   
 time-consuming and labour intensive?
• Are your employees spending too much time   
 tracking down the status of unpaid supplier   
 invoices?
• Do your suppliers submit duplicate copies  
 of the same invoice?
• Does your finance team lack sufficient visibility  
 to perform accurate accruals and make  
 informed cash flow decisions?

If so, then you likely should be considering an  
AP automation solution. Of course, improving 
accuracy, reducing operating costs, and 
enhancing supplier relationships is just the 
beginning. 

Automation technologies aren’t replacing  
today’s finance role, but instead entrenching 
finance even further into the heart of the 
organization as a key driver of strategic  
insights and vital business data. In order to keep 
pace, finance decision-makers must be prepared  
to transcend their traditional roles and financial 
responsibilities to champion automation 
technology on behalf of their company. 

ABOUT SAP CONCUR
SAP Concur solutions take companies of all  
sizes and stages beyond automation to a 
completely connected spend management 
solution encompassing travel, expense, invoice, 
compliance, and risk. For more than 20 years,  
these leading, innovative solutions have kept 
customers a step ahead by delivering time-saving 
tools, connected spending data, and a dynamic 
ecosystem of diverse partners and apps. User 
friendly and business-ready, SAP Concur solutions 
unlock powerful insights that help businesses 
reduce complexity and see spending clearly,  
so they can manage it proactively.

If that sounds daunting, remember, SAP Concur 
Canada can help guide you each step of the way. 
As finance automation experts, SAP Concur can 
provide the insights, solutions and support you 
need to be successful for years to come. If you’re 
considering accounts payable automation, 
connect with us to begin the discussion.
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