BUYER'S GUIDE

TOP 10 TIPS
FOR BUYING A

PURCHASE INVOICE AUTOMATION SOLUTION

INTRODUCTION
Considering or planning a project to
automate your purchasing processes can
be a little daunting, especially if you and your
organisation are doing this for the first time.
This guide will help you to review your initial thoughts
on the project scope, consider options that you may be
unaware of and help to deliver an automated solution that
not only meets the core objectives of finance, but will also be
welcomed by everyone involved across the business.
We hope you find it helpful and informative.

PURCHASE AUTOMATION SCOPE
Most automation projects start to try to address a specific
pain point and there is a danger that this becomes the
sole focus of an automation project.
For purchase invoice capture and approval automation,
the usual challenges are:

Tip 1
Do you homework and
get a broader view of
what can be achieved with
little (if any) extra cost as it
will significantly help to win the
project “buy in” from the board (the
budget holders) necessary to make
any change.
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•

More and more invoices arriving via email as a PDF
and the growing time and costs of having to print
them out to start to approval and accounting process.

•

Invoice approvals take too long, invoices get lost and
misplaced, suppliers don’t get paid on time and the
delivery of management accounts are either delayed
or potentially incomplete.

•

The time and cost of dealing with endless queries and
requests for information, by both your own staff and
your suppliers.

•

Trying to solve the problem that all of purchasing
information is on the paper invoices in the filing
cabinet which is rarely ever accessed.

These are all predominately the finance function issues
and whilst they are all relevant, it is just part of the
picture. To deliver a successful invoice automation
project, finance professionals need to think
“outside the box”.
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UNDERSTANDING THE OPPORTUNITY
Every invoice arrives because someone ordered
something. For most organisations, 90% plus of all
invoices are generated by purchases from the budget
holders (directors) and their staff.
The purpose of the approval process is to achieve the
following:

Tip 2

•

Validate that the goods and services have been
received and are of 'merchantable quality'.

•

Confirm that pricing reflects the costs agreed.

•

Confirm that the general ledger analysis is correct.

•

Approve the invoice for payment.

Speak to the budget
holders and ask them for
their input of what would make
their job easier, fast and more
efficient.
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SUPPLIER AND BUDGET
INFORMATION VISIBILITY
One of the primary objectives is to allow finance to see
the exact status of every invoice in play – who has it, for
how long, if it is under query and to “nudge” the approval
process along.
The benefits to the business will be significantly improved
if this information is also made available to the relevant
approver (budget holder). But why stop there?
Consider the enthusiasm of the directors / budget holders
and their staff if they could see EVERYTHING about their
suppliers that relates to them in real time, 24x7 from any
connected device.

Tip 3
If you show the approvers
the information that becomes
available through invoice
automation (from some suppliers),
the approval of the project becomes
a “slam dunk”.
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•

The current turnover with each supplier.

•

Every current transaction in play, including whether or
not it has been paid.

•

Every historic transaction to find previous costs paid
and discounts received.

•

Every invoice under query and whether it is with them
or with finance to resolve.

•

Real-time budget management based on every
invoice received.

These are all tasks for the budget holder and their staff
to perform. These people’s buy-in to the project will be
fundamental to its success, so you need to consider how
the project is going to help them.
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AUTOMATED WORKFLOW APPROVALS
FROM ANY CONNECTED DEVICE
From an approver’s perspective, the problem with paperbased manual systems is the fact they have to be in the
office to be able to approve anything. Our analysis shows
that there is a peak in invoicing around each month end,
which puts pressure on finance professionals to get the
invoice ready for approval and approved in order to close
off the month and deliver the management reports.
The result is a great deal of pressure on approvers to
review and approve the invoices as soon as they receive
them. All too often, the busy approvers become the bottle
neck, either because they are too busy, or simply not in
the office.

Tip 4

The approval process has be available 24x7 from any
connected device. It has to enable the approver to see
the invoice, check the values and financial analysis and
then approve or deny as applicable.

Fast approvals are
essential, so make sure
that the supplier has dedicate
mobile Apps (Android, Windows
and Apple) for approvals on the
move, as well as the ability to see the
actual invoice.
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BROADEN YOUR SEARCH BEYOND
YOUR ERP / ACCOUNTING RESELLER
It obviously makes sense to talk to your accounting
software provider and reseller to see what is available,
but you should not limit yourself to just this one approach.
Whilst a growing number of accounting applications will
have an invoice automation module written specifically
for that application, these tend to be quite limiting in what
is possible.
There are a growing number of specialist purchasing
automation software providers that can provide a solution
tightly integrated into your accounting software.
As with all specialist organisations, the depth and breadth
of their applications tend to far better, reflecting the
significantly greater experience and on-going investment
in their products and services.

Tip 5
Google “purchase invoice
automation” and check who’s
there on natural search – they
tend to be the major players so
investigate their applications
and pricing.
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PAPERLESS PROCESSING:
REMOVING ALL OF THE PAPER
Nowadays, more than 70% of invoices are sent by email
as PDF documents. This is growing rapidly and likely to
reach 90% in the next 12 to 18 months.
This is because almost all ERP and accounting
applications offer this capability as standard functionality.
It saves a minimum of £1 for every invoice raised, it cannot
get lost and it is delivered almost instantaneously. This
change has already happened; so there is no going back
and trying to stop suppliers from using this methodology.
The delivery of the vast majority of purchase invoices
via email as a PDF delivers the opportunity of the most
significant change to the account payable function in
a generation and reflects how almost all business will
operate in the future.

Tip 6

An emailed PDF, Word, Excel, or Text invoice document
can be automatically converted into data (effectively an
e-Invoice), attached to an invoice approval transaction
and dropped into the relevant approval process with little
or no intervention from Finance. The reducing balance of
paper invoices can be scanned locally and processed in
the same way.

All invoice automation
projects must be founded
on automated processing of
emailed PDF invoices as an absolute
minimum, or you are buying into legacy
applications and methodology. Make sure
you take the time to fully investigate what
is on offer, what work is required by your staff
and how simple and easy it is to adopt.

1

2

3

4

Accounts payable professionals can now evolve from
spending up to 70% of their time dealing with bits of
paper to undertaking other activities that add more
value to the business. This is key for businesses that
are looking to maximise the productivity of their staff in
undertaking valuable and productive work.
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EASE AND COST OF INTEGRATION
WITH YOUR ACCOUNTING SOFTWARE
The best invoice approval applications are always tightly
integrated with your existing accounting software.
These applications “extend” the functionality of that
application to deliver the ability to capture a digital copy
of the invoice, all the associated purchase, general
ledger and project costing analysis, automate the
workflow approval process and on final approval, post
the transaction to the ledgers for payment.
Tight integration means that the invoice approval
process is accessing the data from your accounting ERP
software application in real time.

Tip 7

There are no duplicated databases that require
resynchronisation, all coding is validated by default
and every change made to the accounting application
is always correctly reflected in the invoice approval
application.

Any invoice approval
solution that is only liked
to a single accounting / ERP
application is going to be very
limited in its capabilities, simply
because of the size of the market place it
can address. Solutions which are available
across all accounting / ERP solutions enable
far greater investment in functionality, as well as
ensuring you can change your accounting software
and take the invoice approval software with you.
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DOCUMENT MANAGEMENT
Many purchase invoice approval projects include some
aspect of “document management”. The ability to capture
and store an electronic copy of the invoice to make it
easier for a select number of people to be able to access
an image of a particular invoice when they need to.
An understandable requirement, but extremely limited in
scope because document management applications are
only as good as the information (metadata) they contain.
Whilst many document management companies have
added some workflow approval processes and even
basic accounting software integration, they are coming
at the problem from the wrong end. The ability to
successfully search for anything is dependent on the
information that is available to search on (metadata).

Tip 8

A dedicated purchase invoice approval application will
automatically capture all of the information on the invoice,
the relevant currency, general ledger and project related
analysis codes, VAT analysis, all dates associated with
the capture, approval and processing as well as the
individuals involved.

If you are looking to automate
your invoice approval process
and remove all of the paper, then
look for applications dedicated to
that purpose. You will get far better
value for your money.
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OCR TECHNOLOGY IS DEAD
As detailed in Tip 6: Removing all of the paper, you
should set out with the expectation that you can receive
90% plus of your invoices via email as a PDF, just by
asking your suppliers to work that way.
OCR (Optical Character Recognition) is a technology
that was created to be able to “read” information from
a paper invoice and convert it into data. If 90% of your
invoices will never be on paper from the get-go, then
OCR represents a legacy technology that has already
been replaced.

Tip 9
Modern “e-invoice” solutions
are based on the capture and
extraction of data from electronic
invoices. The information is always
correct and require virtually no effort
or resource from you. Don’t make the
mistake of looking at OCR without looking
at what is replacing it or you could waste a
great deal of time and money.
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A TACTICAL OR STRATEGIC DECISION
Purchase invoice automation is a very simple and
inexpensive first step to full purchasing automation. At least
it can be as long as the solution you choose also offers the
ability to fully automate the purchasing process as well.
Business professionals typically raise a purchase order for
everything they buy, however informal that process may
be (email, phone call etc.), as goods and services don’t just
arrive by themselves.
The automation of purchasing (raising a request to buy or
approve) might sound like a big step, but it isn’t. Every one
of your staff is already very familiar and comfortable with
ordering their own stuff online, but most of us prefer it to
any other method as it is quick, simple and invariably the
cost paid is less.

Tip 10

The automation of purchasing when combined with
purchase invoice approval automation is an absolute game
changer for every business in terms of spend management.
The time saved is immense, but as important, it delivers the
opportunity for budget holders and their staff to significant
improve their financial management skills to make best use
of their available budget.

A dedicated purchase
invoice approval application is
a dead end investment. However
“tactically” attractive it may seem,
without the ability to add purchasing
automation, you are making it extremely
difficult to make
the next (and arguably more important) next
step.
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Compleat Software is a leading provider of powerful spend management solutions for SMEs that eliminates paper and unites finance, procurement and budget
holders, providing an accurate, real-time picture of company finances. Offering the next generation of purchasing and budget management automation at an
affordable cost, its P2P software comprises solutions for e-invoicing, purchase invoice approval, purchase order and receipting, employee expenses, contract
management, and report generation. For further information on our capabilities and to learn how we empower results for clients, please visit our website.
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