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CFOs and controllers are no longer 

relegated to tasks aimed at “keeping the 

lights on.” Instead, accounting and finance 

(A&F) professionals perform a wide range 

of duties, from safeguarding balance sheet 

integrity to optimizing the company’s 

financial health.

As such, A&F leaders must be “chief 

value extractors,” driving sustainable 

business growth through technological 

innovation, improved governance, business 

intelligence, and investment returns.

Automation enables finance professionals 

to ensure the organization’s day-to-day 

financial health and lay the foundation for 

working capital optimization.

The increased reliance on technology 

has shifted the role of CFOs and other 

finance leaders, according to Brian 

Morgan, director of product marketing 

AR with BlackLine, who spoke at a recent 

BlackLine-sponsored webinar, Rising to the 
Top of the CFO’s Agenda: Driving Greater 

Value with AR Automation, presented by 

Proformative and Industry Dive. 

Morgan noted that many finance 

professionals are transitioning to a CEO 

role. “I saw a report last year that — at 

least in the U.K.— 23% of new CEOs came 

from the CFO role. That is the real picture 

of how the controller role has evolved.”

One of the outcomes of the pandemic 

was a return to focusing on cash, Morgan 

said, causing CFOs to juggle multiple 

emerging priorities. Cash is essential to the 

well-being of every organization, and the 

focus on cash has elevated the role of the 

accounts receivable department. 

As we emerge from COVID-19, Morgan 

expects growth strategies to move up on 

the CFO’s agenda. “As we begin to see 

shoots of recovery and some normality 

coming back into different parts of the 

globe after the pandemic of 2020, we’re 

starting to look for growth in our revenue 

and our sales numbers.”
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WHY CFOS SHOULD CARE ABOUT AUTOMATION

AR automation is integral to achieving corporate objectives, whether the current priorities 

are revenue expansion or cash management. 

While AR is a key driver of success, many companies lack automation. For example, 

only 25% of webcast attendees reported that their AR departments are fully or largely 

automated with no plans to upgrade. 

HOW WOULD YOU DESCRIBE YOUR ORGANIZATION’S  
CURRENT LEVEL OF AR AUTOMATION?
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Morgan outlined the top reasons that AR automation should be on the CFO’s agenda. 

Some highlights: 

•  Cash is being held hostage. According to an IOFM survey, 59% of respondents said DSO 

(days sales outstanding) is higher than it was one year ago. 

•  Good cash management boosts stakeholders’ confidence. “When you see organizations 

declaring their results to the stock market and to investors and analysts and shareholders, 

one of the first things mentioned after revenue and profit is free cash flow,” Morgan said. 

•  Increasing demand for data-driven decision-making has put analytics and intelligence high 
on the agenda. AR automation provides a platform to measure operational effectiveness, 

such as DSO, and strategic performance, such as the impact of payment terms on cash flow. 

Morgan also introduced the idea of decision intelligence—the ability for organizations to make 

data-driven decisions from large volumes of data. He shared how technologies that provide a 

structured, best-practice approach to process this data can help drive out inherent complexity 

and noise to lead organizations to take actions that drive better outcomes. 

A majority (69%) of webinar attendees agreed or strongly agreed that their organization 

has the intelligence and analytics capabilities to make data-driven decisions.

OUR ORGANIZATION HAS THE INTELLIGENCE AND ANALYTICS  
TO MAKE DATA-DRIVEN DECISIONS
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HOW AR AUTOMATION MAKES A DIFFERENCE  

Morgan used the cash application process to 

illustrate the value of intelligent automation. 

He used the example of lockbox charges. 

“Because lockbox charges are in the 

treasury department and not in the AR 

department, they get dismissed even though 

they can run into hundreds of thousands of 

dollars, if not millions.”

Morgan pointed to his time as a practitioner 

in the finance field. “We wanted to get the 

most for our money, both from a project 

but also our existing team members, so 

that we could take away the mundane, 

boring, repetitive tasks that could be easily 

replicated and improved by automation so 

that we could drive that real value in our 

organization.”

The results were impressive: “The cost of 

the process, we went from 16 people down 

to three. We used to borrow 12 to 15 people 

from the credit team to help the cash team at 

month-end. That stopped. Month-end became 

just another day,” Morgan said. 

In terms of process improvements, Morgan said 

eliminating rework provided staff with more 

time and a greater ability to focus on value-

added tasks. “They had more confidence in 

the process, that they could go in and make 

more phone calls because the cash was being 

applied literally within minutes.”

Unapplied cash was also considerably reduced, 

Morgan noted. “Unapplied cash, which was 

such a problem for both internal and external 

compliance teams and auditors, went from £20 

million-plus to less than £1,000.”

While automation had the most significant 

impact on the AR team, the entire organization 

benefitted. “Yes, automation improved the 

team’s productivity, the bank reconciliation 

process, and the customer experience. But the 

real success from my CFO’s perspective was the 

fact that over the next 12 months, we moved 13 

people from applying cash to collecting cash,” 

Morgan said. “In addition, our DSO improved, 

and we collected £40 million in additional cash, 

faster than we had in the previous 12 months.”
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CONCLUSION

The function of the finance leader has evolved from focusing on financial reporting integrity 

to ensuring balance sheet optimization. Automation has played a pivotal role, and AR 

technology in particular, is integral to maximizing cash management. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS FROM THE WEBCAST: 

➢  CFOs shifted their priorities back to cash flow during the pandemic, putting the 

spotlight on Accounts Receivable.

➢  AR automation merits the CFO’s attention for various reasons, including the 

ability to leverage data and analytics to optimize performance and instill greater 

confidence in stakeholders. 

➢  Companies can free staff from routine tasks such as handling misallocations while 

eliminating bottlenecks and rework by applying technology to their AR processes. 

ABOUT THE SPONSOR

Companies come to BlackLine (Nasdaq: BL) because their traditional manual accounting 
processes are not sustainable. BlackLine’s cloud-based solutions and market-leading customer 
service help companies move to modern accounting by unifying their data and processes, 
automating repetitive work, and driving accountability through visibility. BlackLine provides 
solutions to manage and automate financial close, accounts receivable, and intercompany 
accounting processes, helping large enterprises and midsize companies across all industries do 
accounting work better, faster, and with more control.

Nearly 3,500 customers trust BlackLine to help them close faster with complete and accurate 
results. The company is the pioneer of the cloud financial close market and recognized as 
the leader by customers at leading end-user review sites including Gartner Peer Insights, G2, 
and TrustRadius. Based in Los Angeles, BlackLine also has regional headquarters in London, 
Singapore, and Sydney. For more information, please visit blackline.com.

https://www.blackline.com/
https://www.blackline.com/finance-controls-and-automation/
https://www.blackline.com/
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