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If your company is like most in the UK,  
your Accounts Payable (AP) process could 
do with updating. The old, paper-based 
method of handling supplier invoices slows 
your people down and wastes valuable 
resources. Not only that, the finance team 
find it challenging to get comprehensive 
insight into overall company spend. Surely 
there’s a better way?

This guide lays out everything you need  
to know—from the pitfalls of managing 
invoices via spreadsheets and loose paper, 
to AP best practices and the opportunities 
afforded by moving to the cloud.

© 2018 SAP SE or an SAP affiliate company. All rights reserved.
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Does this sound familiar?

 • Your suppliers typically send invoices via email 
or snail mail (or both) to your AP department. 

 • Invoices often get lost in the shuffle or take  
a long time to get into the AP system.

 • Invoices get posted or handed around to  
be reviewed and approved by a chain of  
approvers, eating up precious time.

 • Sometimes they send them directly to  
your employees, confusing the process.

 • The AP team need to manually rekey in  
data—a laborious, time-consuming process.

 • The invoices may also need to be manually  
compared to existing purchase orders (POs).

This is the reality facing many UK businesses. 
Searching for invoices, chasing approvals, coding 
invoices and correcting data takes up valuable 
time. With manual processes being the norm, it’s 
virtually impossible for employees to spend time 
doing what really matters—their job! And while 
you might think “we’ve always done it this way” 
or “this is the only way to do it”, this guide will 
show you a quicker, more streamlined and cost-
effective way that many progressive AP teams 
are wising up to.

Introduction 

65% of a company’s operational costs 
are made up of supplier invoices.

–Aberdeen Group
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Where does your business stand and how do these numbers measure  
up to your own AP processes.

On Average...
1–99 
Employees

100–499 
Employees

500–999 
Employees

1,000+ 
Employees

The number of invoices  
processed by the AP team  
per month

86 130 167 877

The number of people involved 
in approving and processing 
each invoice

8 14 12 35

The percentage of invoices  
received on paper

62% 60% 55% 51%

The percentage of invoices  
consistently received in a  
central place

67% 52% 43% 40%

The percentage of companies 
that receive calls from suppliers 
multiple times a week

56% 70% 93% 77%

The percentage of companies 
that pay by cheque

45% 42% 48% 36%

Vanson Bourne ©2015

A Benchmark of AP Processes in the UK
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THE PROBLEM WITH PAPER
Paper-based, manual AP processes are com-
monplace among UK companies, especially 
small to medium-sized companies. But as busi-
nesses expand, the old way of processing 
invoices quickly becomes insufficient and ineffi-
ciencies can rapidly swamp the team. 

Paper-based processes open the doors for  
mismanagement and errors to occur: loose doc-
uments can easily get mislaid on employees’ 
desks; multiple versions float about increasing 
the risk of duplicate payments; and approvals  
are drawn out as you rely on each employee  
to physically review and pass on the document.
All this dramatically slows down payment for 
suppliers. And to further complicate matters, 
many companies then pay by paper cheque, 
when the majority of suppliers prefer to be  
paid electronically.

Your company is working hard to improve 
the way it runs across the board: from 
boosting productivity and cutting costs, 
to ensuring high customer satisfaction 
and building long-lasting busness 
partnerships.

To do this, it needs to run like a well-oiled machine. 
Your current AP process may seem good enough, 
but the truth is it’s costing  you in ways you don’t 
even realise.

The True Cost of Managing Supplier Invoices

The average cost to manually process 
a single supplier invoice is £9.00

–Ardent Partners
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THE SETBACK WITH SPREADSHEETS
Would you use a Walkman to listen to your 
music, a floppy disk to store your contacts or  
a fax machine to communicate with peers? Of 
course not. So why do so many businesses rely 
on spreadsheets and Excel programs that are 
over 30 years old, even when faster, smarter  
and inexpensive online solutions exist? 

Not only are spreadsheets outdated, but they  
can also cause problems – they lead to errors 
during data capture, decentralised data storage 
and the inability to quickly and accurately report 
on cash flow. And as many AP leaders will attest 
to, it takes tremendous effort to check and con-
solidate spreadsheet-based invoice coding and 
approvals with payments.

More than half (58%) of accountants state 
that the frequency of errors found on spread-
sheets is either ‘very high’ or ‘fairly high’.

–Economia
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With manual invoice processing costing 
your company so dearly, you simply 
can’t afford not to change the way  
your department runs. By automating 
processes, your company can avoid 
these hazards:

 • Suppliers bombard your employees about  
the status of invoice payment or approval— 
distracting them from their real jobs.

 • Your AP team drown in a sea of paper, resulting 
in them spending all their time processing 
invoices instead of helping the business proac-
tively manage spend and vendor relationships.

 • Invoices end up being paid late, resulting in  
late fees and bruised supplier relationships.

 • Senior management have limited visibility into 
cash flow and how employees are spending 
company money.

 • Suppliers have no visibility into when they will 
be paid, and potential early payment discounts 
being missed.

 • Controls on spending are not well enforced,  
creating a risk of abuse or mistakes that could 
cost your company.

 • Employees don’t like the process, it slows the 
business down and ultimately costs you money.

What are the Consequences of  
Bad AP Processes?

34% of AP professionals admit their  
company does not process all sup-
plier invoices in a timely manner.

–Vanson Bourne
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The Reality Facing UK Companies

In partnership with Vanson Bourne, SAP 
Concur recently commissioned a study 
among 500 finance professionals in the 
UK to benchmark current processes and 
uncover problem areas. Interestingly, 
the research found that regardless of 
size, many businesses suffer from the 
same inefficiencies hampering their AP 
operations, as these findings show:

TOUGH AP TRUTHS
 • One third of supplier invoices often end up  
in the wrong place in the company.

 • 41% have received a duplicate invoice and  
33% have actually paid one. 

 • 34% have been charged late payment fees.
 • 22% have had suppliers cancel goods and  
services with them.

 • 23% have had suppliers refuse to work with 
them again.

Key supplier invoice challenges
Figure: What challenges does your team face?

Making late payments

Concerns about paying
duplicate invoices

Invoice approval taking
too long

Concerns about paying
fraudulent invoices

Lack of visibility of
cash flow

Receiving an unexpected
financial audit

Vanson Bourne

36%

34%

28%

21%

12%

21%
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59% of UK companies say their supplier  
invoice process could be improved.

–Aberdeen Group
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It’s significantly more valuable for your 
finance team to spend time focusing on 
deriving insights from data that will help 
your business flourish rather than man-
ually processing invoices. 

Spreadsheets, multiple data entries, lost emails, 
piles of paper, unclear approval processes—they 
all get in the way of good data.

What if you could change the way your company 
handles invoices? There’s an easier way and it’ll 
have a big impact on your business. Not only 
that, you can help the rest of the business and 
even your suppliers get on board with modern 
automation through the cloud. 

As your business prepares to grow and scale, you 
need to focus on how to set up your operations 
for success with the right tools and processes in 
place to help you use your existing resources 
more effectively.

Automation Holds the Key

Best-in-class companies using automation 
are able to process their company invoices 
at a fifth of the cost of industry laggards.

–Aberdeen Group
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03 | IMPROVED PRODUCTIVITY
Boost productivity by giving your employees  
a platform that they love to use and that helps 
them to get the job done quicker. Mobile apps  
allow requestors and approvers to remotely  
review and approve invoices on the go, speeding 
up payment cycles.

04 | GREATER CONTROL
Automation provides complete transparency  
into outgoing spend. You can strategically  
schedule payments to match your cash flow  
and give your leaders a better picture of spend 
for improved budgeting. Stop sweating about 
cash flow management each month—spend  
that time running and growing your business.

Here are a few benefits your business 
stands to gain by automating and mov-
ing your invoice processing to the cloud:

01 | BETTER EFFICIENCY
Allow your team to focus on strategic tasks  
instead of manual ones. Automation lets your 
employees capture, approve and process  
invoices electronically much faster and more  
accurately, avoiding admin headaches—not to 
mention late fees.

02 | INCREASED COMPLIANCE
Eliminate guesswork and human error by intro-
ducing a well-defined, standardised policy and 
process for handling supplier invoices. With an 
automated system, employees and managers 
can easily ensure that invoice spend is within 
budget before approvals occur. What’s more,  
the tool makes it easy to comply with supplier 
terms too.

Top 4 Ways Automation Can Help

© 2018 SAP SE or an SAP affiliate company. All rights reserved.
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Great companies never stop looking  
for innovative ways to gain efficiencies 
and cost reductions through streamlined 
processes that advance the business. 
But knowing that your company needs 
an automated solution isn’t enough  
on its own. You also need to find the  
best solution for the business, imple-
ment it successfully and follow through 
on correct use. Here are some best 
practices to guide you.

01 | INVOICE RECEIPT AND CAPTURE
Having a single, central place to receive invoices 
is the first step to effective AP practice. But that’s 
just the start. Capture software can save the AP 
team a lot of hassle as it reads web-based and 
emailed invoices. This then prepopulates the  
relevant fields in your invoice system. Any paper 
invoices can quickly be scanned and converted 
into digital information using accurate optical 
character recognition (OCR) technology. 

If your supplier invoice solution is developed  
on a cloud platform, employees’ lives are made 
easier as they can review and approve invoices 
when out of the office —even from their mobile 
devices. This has the advantage of dramatically 
shortening review cycles so that suppliers are 
paid quicker.

AP Automation Best Practices

83% of small to medium-sized businesses 
have already deployed mobile apps to 
help improve employee productivity.

–SMB Group
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02 | INVOICE PROCESSING
A best-in-class AP system frees employees’  
time by doing the hard work for them. Companies 
can process large volumes of invoices with mini-
mal human touch. Using automation, an AP 
solution can:

 • Give you flexibility by dapting processes to suit 
your business needs.

 • Provide complete visibility of all supplier invoices 
at any point in the chain.

 • Cross reference invoices with purchase orders 
to ensure they match up.

 • Provide in-programme options for flagging and 
handling exceptions.

 • Catch errors and help employees resolve  
them quickly.

 • Put a stop to duplicate and fraudulent invoices 
and payments.

 • Enable approvers to review and sign off invoices 
from their mobiles.

 • Send reminders when actions are outstanding.
 • Give you flexibility by dapting processes to suit 
your business needs.

03 | PROMPT PAYMENT
You rely on your network of suppliers to provide 
timely goods and services. It’s critical to your 
business’s success. Equally, they rely on you to 
reciprocate with prompt payment. Automating 
your AP processes will help ensure you’re always 
on time with payments so you don’t suffer from 
late fees and can even benefit from early pay-
ment discounts. 

With a central AP system, you can also remove 
inefficient, untraceable paper cheque payments 
from your process. You can also cut out expen-
sive CHAPS (Clearing House Automated 
Payment System) payments you’ve had to resort 
to in the past to pay a supplier on time. 

04 | SUPPLIER SELF-SERVICE 
Automated AP processes can also help you bet-
ter manage your supplier relationships. For 
starters, you can enable suppliers to email 
invoices (their preferred method) instead of post-
ing them. You can instantly track the status of 
invoices wherever they are in the chain to quickly 
report back to them. Suppliers can even self-
serve with a dedicated portal that enable them to 
easily check up on the status of their payments, 
without ever contacting your AP team—reducing 
inbound calls and wasted time for you. 

© 2018 SAP SE or an SAP affiliate company. All rights reserved.
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05 | CASH FLOW MANAGEMENT 
Disciplined spending is critical for the success of 
any business. To stay on top of cash flow, it’s 
essential that companies have accurate and up-
to-date AP information at their fingertips. Only 
then can they make the right strategic decisions 
for the business in the moment. But when you 
can’t see all of your spend data because it’s not 
in one place – or worse still, scattered around the 
business in paper form—it’s impossible to priori-
tise payments and set aside cash to help other 
areas of the business. 

Finance leaders are no longer considered the 
business’s number crunchers. They’re expected 
to provide strategic insights and direction to steer 
the organisation through good times and bad. 
Only with a centralised AP and reporting system 
can finance teams track and quantify outgoing 
spend. Integration with travel and expense data in 
one platform would provide a holistic picture of 
spend for better budgeting and cash flow man-
agement. Without visibility, unforeseen issues or 
unexpected employee spend can throw a spanner 
into the finances of any business.

56% of finance teams are unable to identify 
the exact amount of their supplier invoice 
liabilities at any time.

–Vanson Bourne
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The biggest barrier faced by companies when it 
comes to automating processes and improving 
efficiency is resistance to change. 44% of busi-
nesses cite resistance to change as the main 
obstacle they face when working to improve 
company efficiency.

Don’t let this be a barrier to automation. Automa-
tion is effortless – it’s easy to set up, easy to use 
and quick to see results. While it’s normal to 
expect some level of change management,
your co-workers will be so glad you did. 

Assess Your Readiness for Change

To negate the threat of creeping  
inefficiency eating into profitability, 
owners and managers should tackle  
institutionalised resistance to change.

–The Economist Intelligence Unit
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Automating in the Cloud
You know that automating your invoice management system in the cloud  
can ease your AP pain,but many people are hesitant to make the switch,  
raising objections like these:

It’ll cost too much False You actually end up saving money by automating in the cloud. 
According to Ardent Partners, businesses can reduce their  
invoice processing costs by up to 70% through automation.

The cloud is only for 
really big companies

False Cloud solutions are ideal for small and medium-sized busi-
nesses too as they don’t require significant IT resources or  
infrastructure and can usually be deployed in a short time  
period with little or no upfront investment. They can easily  
be scaled up as your business grows.

Emails are the same  
as automation

False Even with invoices sent electronically, invoices get lost in the 
black hole of email. Wasting time digging through email after 
email to find that one invoice can cost you more than just  
your sanity.

It takes too long to  
set up

False With SAP Concur, you can be up and running within weeks.  
An implementation team will guide you every step of the way.

There are lengthy  
contracts

False With SAP Concur, you can opt for 90-day notice period so 
there are no lengthy contracts to worry about if you change 
your mind.

Automation will  
make the finance 
team redundant

False By simplifying and streamlining your invoice workflow, your  
finance team has more time to focus on more value-added 
strategic activities.

Common Misconceptions of  

© 2018 SAP SE or an SAP affiliate company. All rights reserved.
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Ensure your AP solution supports these features to build  
a solid business case for change:

Ease of use Is the solution simple, intuitive and productive for both  
the AP department and the employees who review or  
approve invoices?

3

Invoice capture Does the solution support invoice scanning from paper and 
email and does it feature intelligent OCR scanning technology? 
Do you have the option to outsource your invoice capturing to 
professionals to free up your teams’ time?

3

Approval process Does your solution make it easy to obtain invoice approvals 
from all the people in the chain in a timely manner with auto-
mated notifications?

3

Mobile support Can all employees access the solution via their mobile devices 
to keep processes moving?

3

Streamlined workflow Can your AP team get a fast overview of the status of all invoic-
es and give authorised users the ability to track all actions  
related to their invoices? Can you create an electronic audit 
trail in minutes and comply with audits, regulations and service 
level agreements?

3

Integration with  
AP systems

Can the software integrate with third-party solutions letting 
you extract and share data between applications?

3

Complete visibility Can you get instant access to comprehensive insights on  
your travel, expense and invoice spend?

3

Cash flow  
management

Can the solution help you take advantage of early payment 
discounts, forecast current and future spend and make  
informed, strategic decisions about where to invest  
company funds?

3

The Ideal Invoice Management  
Solution Checklist

© 2018 SAP SE or an SAP affiliate company. All rights reserved.
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SAP CONCUR SOLUTION

SAP Concur connects you to every cent of spend—wherever it’s spent—by integrating  
all available data into the system. 
 • Combines travel, expense and invoice spend data on one platform.
 • Integrates with key accounting systems like your ERP.

SAP Concur lets you see what you need to see in the moment so you can
 • Visibility into all spend whether via invoice, P-card, corporate card or cash.
 • Optimises both managed and unmanaged spend.

SAP Concur cuts out the work and gives your employees tools they love to use, making it
simple to manage spend.
 • One system, login and UI for your Concur® Travel, Expense and Invoice users to learn.
 • Mobile approvals for budget managers on-the-go. 

“After Concur® Invoice, the process is much 
more automated and streamlined, and so 
employees are not spending time trying to 
manage the queue and we can easily find 
bottlenecks through Concur reporting.”

–Career Builder

© 2018 SAP SE or an SAP affiliate company. All rights reserved.
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LEARN MORE
If you’d like to find out more about Concur® Invoice or  
to learn how we can help streamline your AP processes, 
choose an option below or call us on +44 (0)1628 645 100. 

Watch a two-minute video about automating the supplier  
invoice process at concur.co.uk/supplier-invoices.

For more information, go to concur.co.uk.

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. For 
more information, visit concur.co.uk. 
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