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The pace of business change and growing 
competition have set the bar higher, and 
companies are under constant pressure to provide 
better, faster information for improved decision-
making. Specifically, it is the finance, accounting, 
and operations teams who must pull data from 
multiple sources across the enterprise, analyze it, 
and provide insights to support forecasting, 
planning, closing, and reporting. When combined, 
we refer to these financial processes as Enterprise 
Performance Management (EPM). Designed to 
work with a single (or multiple) ERP system, an 
EPM solution helps business leaders optimize 
performance by making sense of the numbers, 
executing on strategy, and making changes when 
needed. 

This report examines the fundamental challenges 
faced when managing EPM processes, and the 
steps that Best-in-Class companies (with a cloud-
based EPM solution) have taken to improve their 
performance and process capabilities. 

When forced to accelerate every step of their financial planning, reporting, 
analysis, and close processes, companies face multiple challenges. Many 
remain mired in spreadsheets and must deal with multiple data sources 
across several, poorly-integrated, disparate systems. Financial planning 
and close processes need to be standardized for consistency and 
streamlined to support process automation that will provide information at 
the speed of business. 

Using the Aberdeen maturity class framework (see sidebar), we 
examined how Best-in-Class companies have addressed their data 

 Aberdeen Maturity 
Class Framework 
This report ranks respondents 
based on the following criteria:  

Improvement in operating 
margins:  

 Best-in-Class: 9% 

 All Others: 4% 

Improvement in revenue:  
 Best-in-Class: 11% 

 All Others: 5% 

Improvement in profitability 
over the past two years:  

 Best-in-Class: 10% 

 All Others: -5% 

http://aberdeen.com
http://www.twitter.com/aberdeengroup
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management, process flows, and integration issues by implementing 
cloud-based EPM. Their performance improvements are twice that of 
their competition — in revenue and operating margins — and significantly 
higher in profitability. With a comprehensive cloud solution that provides 
the agility needed in today's business, the Best-in-Class are thriving. 

The Pressure Is on to Improve Finance Processes 

Aberdeen research found that there is a lack of communication and 
collaboration across business departments and divisions when it comes 
to EPM. This is often due to multiple data sources across disparate 
systems. The communication breakdown leads to resource-intensive, 
cumbersome budgeting and forecasting processes. 

Figure 1: Business Pressures 

 

When spreadsheets and manual handoffs are required to bridge the 
process gaps between systems, it not only slows processes, but 
increases the likelihood of errors. The timeliness and consistency of 
updates suffer, resulting in inaccurate budgets and forecasts. Market 
volatility exacerbates the problem, since it requires dynamic updates to 
incorporate changes on the fly. 

26%
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31%

34%

Market volatility creates the
need to dynamically account

for change

Inaccurate budgets and
forecasts

Current budgeting and
forecasting process is too

long and resource-intensive

Poor communication,
coordination, and

collaboration across
departments or divisions
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The Big Challenge: Managing Data and Metadata 

Too many manual processes are the result of data handoffs between 
silos of information and lack of integration, increasing the risk of error and 
process delays. Figure 2 highlights the challenges companies must 
address at the basic data management level, which are often the root 
cause behind process issues. 

Data comes from multiple sources in all organizations, both external and 
internal. Data is not only transaction data but also comprised of metadata, 
financial hierarchies, mapping, and other complex data types. These 
sources of input are not always integrated, which makes every source of 
input a non-standard, non-repeatable process. Each point of connection 
becomes a project in and of itself. 

Figure 2: Enterprise-wide Data Management Challenges 

 
Data accuracy is a concern due to the unreliability and timing of 
information. The data itself might be accurate at the point of transmission; 
however, when multiple sources are involved, the timing must be 
synchronized to establish an accurate picture. When finance integrates 
with other lines of business (i.e., HR, operations, procurement, sales, and 
marketing), it leads to more accurate, aligned data and metadata. Extra 
care must be taken for other departments who are on different systems 
with independent processes and workflows. Demand and timing for 
information from all stakeholders continues to accelerate, which just adds 
more pressure to a complex data structure and process. 
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Delays in receiving close information
from non-finance / accounting

employees
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Data is contained in too many
disconnected systems
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Too many manual 
processes are the 
result of handoffs 
between silos of 
information and lack 
of integration, 
increasing the risk of 
error and process 
delays. 
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The Answer: A Connected, EPM, Cloud Suite 

What should organizations look for an EPM solution to address pressures 
and data management concerns? 

First, it must be complete — inclusive of all financial processes. 
Otherwise, it perpetuates the issue of adding another data silo with an 
incomplete view of data.  

The EPM solution must cover these core areas: 

 Planning 

 Reporting 

 Analysis 

 Consolidation and Close 

 Meta-Data Management 

Second, it must be collaborative — connected across the enterprise at 
the data and process level.  

The EPM solution should be: 

 Integrated between and across functions and locations —  
data / process / automation 

 Connected for collaboration between finance / customer 
experience / human resources / IT / supply chain-operations 

 Automatic updates and alerts as conditions change for easier 
more accurate planning 

 Common platform 

Third, it must be insightful, providing business leaders with intelligent 
answers.  

The EPM solution should include: 

 Advanced technology (predictive analytics, machine learning, etc.) 

 Automated financial processes for close, analysis and reporting 

 Cloud-based software solutions 

Using this framework as a guide, we’ll examine each of these pillars to 
better understand how Best-in-Class companies leverage cloud-based 
EPM to support their processes. 

 
An EPM solution 
must be 
comprehensive, 
integrated, 
collaborative, and 
insightful, with 
prescriptive analysis 
for improved 
decision-making.  
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Complete EPM 

To be most effective, an EPM solution should address all business needs 
on a common platform — including financial and operational planning, 
consolidation and close, reporting, and analysis processes. Figure 3 
identifies the key characteristics and capabilities that Best-in-Class 
companies need to have a complete EPM solution. 

Figure 3: Process Capabilities for Comprehensive EPM 

 
A comprehensive EPM solution must address all core functionalities 
within the EPM framework. 

 Planning and Forecasting: All companies plan and forecast 
business as a basic process at some level, whether formally or 
informally. The Best-in-Class have a significant competitive 
advantage — being 68% more likely than All Others to have 
financial planning and forecasting abilities in place. Key solution 
components should include rolling forecasting, driver-based 
planning, scenario modeling, and predictive planning. 
Organizations should have the tools to manage forecasting on a 
regular basis — with automated, repeatable comparisons between 
actual-to-plan and year-over-year. To ensure leadership is always 
up-to-date, re-forecasting as changes occur is also a critical 
component. 

25%

33%

37%

36%

42%

55%

57%

62%

74%

74%
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To be most 
effective, an EPM 
solution should 
address all business 
needs on a common 
platform. 
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 Financial Close: The Best-in-Class are 76% more likely than All 
Others to have a defined, financial-close process with clearly 
outlined roles and responsibilities in place. Closing is one of the 
basic financial processes that companies perform on a monthly, 
quarterly, and annual basis. Without structure, organizations risk 
inefficiency and duplication of effort. As a repeated process, this is 
one of the primary areas where standardization and automation 
should apply, to allow for faster and more accurate reporting. 

 Standardized Workflow: The Best-in-Class are more than twice 
as likely than All Others to have a standardized workflow around 
decision-making. An unclear process often leads to duplication of 
effort and inefficiency. An enterprise-wide standardization process 
ensures reliable information inputs, with established timing for 
decision-making, and a streamlined flow of information. 

 Alignment of Data and Metadata: The ability to incorporate and 
align data from all sources — including tax, regulatory and internal 
operations — to support financial planning, budgeting, and 
reporting is an underpinning for every key process. As shown in 
the pressures and challenges for data and metadata 
management, putting the fundamental platform in place supports a 
repeatable, on-demand, and accurate flow of information from all 
essential sources. 

 Reporting: All companies strive to report their findings in a timely 
and insightful manner. Best-in-Class companies are more than 
twice as likely as their competition to have adopted automated 
financial reporting and analysis, which gives them a significant 
advantage. 

  

 
The Best-in-Class are 
more than twice as 
likely as All Others to 
have a standardized 
workflow for how 
decisions will be 
made, to include the 
gathering of 
information for the 
decisions, making the 
decision, and 
approval of the 
decision. 
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Collaborative EPM 

Integration is a strong advantage of a cloud-based solution that can 
facilitate connectivity in a reliable and repeatable manner. Figure 4 
reflects the process capabilities that Best-in-Class companies have in 
place to support all financial EPM processes compared to All Others. 

Figure 4: Integrated / Data / Processes / Automation 

At a 75% adoption level, Best-in-Class companies are 53% more likely 
than All Others (at 49% adoption) to have the ability to connect and 
analyze financial and operational data. This connection involves 
integration with the ERP system (or system of record), supply chain, 
manufacturing, transportation, warehouse management, and any other 
system where critical operational information is stored. 

Inclusion of accounts payable (AP) and accounts receivable (AR) in 
financial processes — with all the transactional data and customer 
information — can add valuable insights regarding cash flow, as well as 
supplier and customer data. 

At 62% adoption, Best-in-Class companies are 48% more likely than All 
Others (at 42%) to have the ability to consolidate across multiple entities 
— one of the most critical and perhaps difficult tasks to complete and 
establish as it requires multiple connections across multiple sources. 
Consolidating information, reporting, and providing relevant insights 

36%

33%

42%

46%

49%

54%

57%

62%

74%

75%

Ability to incorporate treasury
assessments in the financial planning

process

Ability to quickly pull in data from other
sources to budgeting system

Ability to consolidate multiple entities

Ability to incorporate Accounts Payable
(AP) and Accounts Receivable (AR)

data into financial planning

Ability to connect and analyze financial
and operational data

Best-in-Class All Others

n = 163, Source: Aberdeen, July 2019
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Best-in-Class 
companies are 53% 
more likely to have 
the ability to connect 
and analyze 
financial and 
operational data. 
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depends on the speed and accuracy of the data across the disparate 
sources. 

Integration is a strong rationale for a cloud-based solution that can 
facilitate connectivity in a reliable and repeatable manner. Having the 
ability to quickly pull data from other sources is a similar challenge, since 
these sources may be both inside and outside the organization, which 
adds to the complexity of the integration and automation of source data. 

Inclusion of treasury assessments in the financial planning process is 
another point of connectivity that can add critical insight and value to the 
financial reporting process. 

Insightful EPM 

The end goal for most finance organizations is to support analysis and 
insights at all levels, for any topic. Figure 5 reflects the advantage that 
Best-in-Class companies have when it comes to EPM insights and 
prescriptive analysis capabilities. 

The first capability addresses performance analysis at any level. Best-in-
Class companies (at 69% adoption) are 92% more likely than All Others, 
(at 36%) to be capable of identifying performance by product line, 
salesperson, or business unit. The fundamental ability to track and 
measure performance is essential: What gets measured, gets addressed. 

Data integrity across the analysis and reporting process is a requirement 
to establish credibility. Full confidence in the data for decision-making 
comes from data and metadata management and connectivity processes 
that are established along with consistency of analytical capabilities. 
Repeatability and process reliability are the keys to success. 

Multidimensional reporting and the ability to roll them up comes from 
strong analytical tools. To improve the effectiveness of EPM, the ability to 
slice and dice data around variables to create multiple performance 
perspectives highlights the value of a cloud-based EPM solution. Best-in-
Class companies are 60% more likely than the competition to have this 
capability in place. 

Automated financial reporting, including narrative reporting as part of the 
closing process, is a strong capability. EPM processes standardized and 
automated this. 

 The fundamental 
ability to track and 
measure performance 
is essential; what gets 
measured, gets 
addressed. 
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Real-time financial-metrics updating ensure the latest information is 
always available to decision-makers. Once established, the need to delay 
or gather more information fades away, and the confidence in EPM 
capabilities grows. 

Figure 5: Analytical and Results-driven Capabilities 

 

Building logic into business technology can streamline financial processes 
by eliminating steps in data manipulation. Information can be reported in 
a closing-ready form. Robotic process automation can further assist this 
process by eliminating repetitive decisions, which frees up valuable 
analytical time for critical issues. 
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decision-making is accurate and up-

to-date

Ability to identify performance by
product line, sales person, or
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Best-in-Class All Others

n = 163, Source: Aberdeen, July 2019

% of respondents

 Building logic into 
business technology 
can streamline 
financial processes 
by eliminating steps 
in data manipulation. 
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The Case for Cloud: Drivers Behind Adoption 

Best-in-Class companies are leading with a cloud-based approach. 
Figure 6 shows adoption levels for cloud-based EPM within Best-in-Class 
companies compared to All Others. 

Figure 6: EPM Cloud Adoption for Best-in-Class vs. All Others 

  
Figure 7 reflects the rationale behind moving to the Cloud for Best-in-
Class vs. All Others. Standardization onto a single system is top priority 
for Best-in-Class companies; which supports the EPM efforts to 
consolidate across multiple entities. 

The second reason cited is collaboration since a cloud-based solution can 
address the integration challenge across multiple locations. Aging 
solutions may make it difficult to find staff to support them. The more 
disparate the solutions are, the greater the challenge; when it comes to 
finding qualified people to support older, outdated solutions, the resource 
pool is shallow. 
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Standardization onto 
a single system is a 
top priority for Best-
in-Class companies, 
which supports the 
EPM efforts to 
consolidate across 
multiple entities. 
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Figure 7: Drivers Behind Cloud Adoption 

 
Summary and Key Takeaways 

The pace of change is accelerating. Business uncertainty is the new 
norm. The demand for quick information has never been greater. 
Companies must accelerate their financial processes across multiple sites 
and systems to support forecasting, planning, analysis, and financial 
close in near real-time 

The status quo is unacceptable for companies that are serious about 
competing in this new environment. Financial, accounting, and operations 
organizations, tasked with providing direction to support informed 
decision making, need to move beyond point solutions and spreadsheets. 
A comprehensive and connected EPM suite has become a necessity 
rather than a nice-to-have. 

Whether starting from scratch or struggling to manage data across 
multiple systems, Aberdeen recommends that all companies follow the 
lead of the Best-in-Class: Adopt a cloud-based EPM suite that will support 
real-time management of all financial processes, planning, analysis, 
reporting, and close. 
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 A comprehensive 
and connected EPM 
suite has become a 
necessity rather than 
a nice-to-have. 
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About Aberdeen 

Since 1988, Aberdeen has published research that helps businesses 
worldwide to improve their performance. Our analysts derive fact-based, 
vendor-neutral insights from a proprietary analytical framework, which 
identifies Best-in-Class organizations from primary research conducted 
with industry practitioners. The resulting research content is used by 
hundreds of thousands of business professionals to drive smarter 
decision-making and improve business strategies. Aberdeen is 
headquartered in Waltham, Massachusetts, USA. 

This document is the result of primary research performed by Aberdeen 
and represents the best analysis available at the time of publication. 
Unless otherwise noted, the entire contents of this publication are 
copyrighted by Aberdeen and may not be reproduced, distributed, 
archived, or transmitted in any form or by any means without prior written 
consent by Aberdeen. 

17958 

http://aberdeen.com
http://www.twitter.com/aberdeengroup
https://www.linkedin.com/company/aberdeen
http://aberdeen.com

