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INTRODUCTION
Today’s financial planning and analysis (FP&A) function is in transition. It’s taking steps to 

close the gap between where it is currently and where it wants to be in the future. While some 

companies are already top performers in terms of their FP&A operations, others are still 

making their way to the top. New research shows the path that companies are following to 

climb up the maturity curve. The key to their success is investment in technology and better 

access to data, which in turn free up FP&A’s time to focus on high-value tasks such as 

advanced analytics and data-driven decision support and business partnering. 

In the process, FP&A is becoming a forward-looking operation. What began as a function 

that reported merely on past events is now transforming into one that focuses on why those 

events occurred as well as what is likely to happen next. FP&A is working hand in hand with 

business units to create realistic business plans. Consequently, it must stay tuned in to the 

organization’s overall strategic objectives, assess risks and identify growth opportunities.  

FP&A is evolving into the analytics hub at an increasing number of companies—becoming 

the “brains” of the organization. 

The Association for Financial Professionals® (AFP) with the help of AFP’s FP&A Advisory 

Council, has created this first annual AFP Financial Planning & Analysis Benchmarking 

Survey to uncover the cost, efficiencies and methodologies FP&A functions expend, exhibit 

and use in their day-to-day operations. The survey results allowed the setting of a baseline—a 

current snapshot of FP&A measures of process efficiency, management approach and 

budget and forecasting methodologies. This baseline, and results of future surveys, will 

enable finance professionals to continue to assess progress in the FP&A function over time, 

and delve deeper into specific areas of interest such as forecasting or talent management. 

While admittedly the sample size for very large organizations (annual revenue at least 

$10 billion) was smaller than that for other revenue categories, there is plenty of evidence to 

show trends separating smaller from larger companies with more mature FP&A processes, 

indicating the direction of the FP&A teams as they move up the maturity curve.  

While our survey finds that over half of companies still rely on Excel to develop budgets, 

forecasts and plans, it also shows that when companies invest more in technology they achieve 

significant gains in process efficiency and reductions in time spent on “grunt” work. 

Fortunately, new dedicated financial-planning software is becoming available at a lower cost. 

Many of today’s cloud-based solutions offer “self-service” options that empower FP&A to run its 

own queries rather than require IT involvement. They also allow FP&A to put powerful analytics 

into the hands of business partners, resulting in timelier and richer conversations. Indeed, over 

half of the survey respondents deem future access to integrated, internal and external data and 

real-time analytics as a key competitive differentiator. FP&A already “feeds” on multiple sources 

of data—from both within and outside an organization—to identify trends and provide manage-

ment with insight and foresight. With nearly half of organizations relying on rolling forecasting to 

continuously refresh their outlook, FP&A is moving to the helm of the ship, helping management 

navigate the company away from rocks and toward better financial performance. 

Investment in FP&A technology can free up professionals’ time in order to focus on more 

strategic tasks and provide better decision-making support to the business and senior 

management. There are clear signs that the function is becoming more forward-looking 

and data-driven. It is increasingly utilizing advanced techniques such as driver-based 

modeling and rolling forecasting, and relies on both internal and external data to support 

the budgeting, forecasting and planning processes. 
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Methodology 
In May 2016, AFP conducted its first annual AFP Financial Planning & Analysis 

Benchmarking Survey. This is the first in a series of FP&A Benchmarking Surveys. 

The survey consisted of 30 questions on key FP&A metrics (costs, FTEs, cycle times, 

variances, error rates, etc.), policies and company demographics, with the goal of identify-

ing “top performing” FP&A operations. After completing the survey, respondents were 

given the option to download an instant, customized benchmarking report comparing 

their results with those of their peers. Participants will be able to avail themselves of updated 

benchmarking information until January 2017. The survey was in the field for a period of six 

weeks and generated 255 responses from corporate practitioners, primarily from the U.S. 

and Canada, as well as a handful of responses from finance professionals in South and 

Central America, Asia, Europe, and the Middle East and Africa.  

Over three-fourths of respondents indicate that the business entity for which they were 

reporting was their organization’s headquarters. Forty-two percent report their business 

entity’s annual revenue is less than $1 billion, 27 percent of companies have annual 

revenue ranging between $1 billion to $9.9 billion, and 19 percent have annual revenue of 

at least $10 billion.  
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KEY FINDINGS
Key Finding: Investment in Technology Yields Better Efficiency Measures
If FP&A is to achieve its goals of becoming a strategic function and a better 

business partner, it needs to have the time to spend on high-level tasks. The 

survey examined the relationship between the percent of the total FP&A budget 

companies spend on technology and process efficiency and the amount of time 

FP&A staff spend on “grunt work.” 

To determine whether or not relatively larger technology budgets (as a percentage of 

overall FP&A budgets) lead to better results, AFP looked at measures of cycle time and 

whether bigger system budgets affect the amount of time FP&A staff spend on collecting 

and manipulating data. 

The survey results reveal that FP&A functions at companies with larger technology budgets 

spend less time on “grunt work.” The average number of days FP&A staff spent on such 

tasks in a company that dedicates less than 10 percent of its budget to technology was more 

than 384—more than one year of a FTE (full-time equivalent). In contrast, companies that 

spent between 10 and 20 percent on systems cut that number by more than half. Companies 

that spent 20 to 49 percent further reduced that number to just over 62 days. 

That means that companies that spend more on systems are able to free up their FP&A 

professionals to focus on the “A”—analysis—in FP&A, and work more closely with the 

business units to help create robust operational plans and make data-driven strategic 

decisions.  The ability to automate transactional and reporting activities is a big move up 

the FP&A function’s maturity curve. Technology is clearly a catalyst. 

Figure 1: FTE Days Spent on Collecting and Manipulating Budget Data by 
Investment in Technology

Investment in Mean Median
Technology as Percent FTE FTE 
of Total Budget Days Days

Less than 10% 384.16 60

10%-19% 153.75 30

20% - 49% 62.29 14
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At the same time, the survey results show that the more companies spend on technology, 

the less time it takes FP&A to complete budgets, forecasts and rolling forecasting cycles, 

resulting in much-improved levels of process efficiency. For example, respondents from 

those organizations that spent less than 10 percent on technology as part of their overall 

budget report that it took an average of almost 90 days to create the budget, 23 days to 

build the financial forecast and nearly 16 days to complete a rolling forecast. In contrast, 

companies that spent between 20 and 49 percent on systems created budgets in 75 days, 

built financial forecasts in 17 days, and completed rolling forecasts in 12 days. Companies 

that spent over 50 percent of their budgets on technology saw those numbers drop to 15, 

three and two days for each of those respective tasks. This disparity in the amount of time 

to perform these activities suggests that automating and streamlining of many basic, 

routine financial planning activities greatly reduces the time it takes to complete them, thus 

freeing them up to do other work. 

 Mean Median

Less than 10% of Systems

Annual budget 89.98 90

Financial forecast 23.04 15

Rolling forecast 15.64 8

10%-19% of Systems
 
Annual budget 73.51 60

Financial forecast 23.04 20

Rolling forecast 12.8 6

20%-49% of Systems
 
Annual budget 74.88 90

Financial forecast 16.75 10

Rolling forecast 11.84 5

50%-79% of Systems
 
Annual budget 15 15

Financial forecast 3 3

Rolling forecast 2 2

Figure 2: Average Cycle Time – FTE Days
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Key Finding: Taking a Better Look Forward
Investment in technology also plays a role in helping FP&A look further into the 

future. Predictive analytics is a functionality many of today’s FP&A teams see as the 

next big step forward. While the typical company is not yet fully enabled in the use 

of predictive analytics (only 18 percent are), half of survey respondents expect their 

organizations to have such capability in the future. 

Gone are the days of “guestimates.” Today’s FP&A teams are putting more effort into 

making their forecasts “future-ready” by using better modeling techniques and tools. 

Analytics are becoming a big competitive differentiator. A recent IBM white paper, Finance 

Analytics: Seven Hows and a Million Whys, cited two surveys of over 1,000 CFOs and found 

that nine out of ten of them have made substantial investment in analytics. Even more 

encouraging is that putting money in analytics pays off:  the white paper quotes a study by 

Nucleus Research showing investment in analytics returns $13.01 for every dollar spent.    

Many of these new analytics tools offer “self-service” functionalities that do not require IT 

department intervention. Such intervention often results in bottlenecks and delays in 

delivery of timely analysis to management and business leaders. Cloud-based solutions can 

now free up FP&A analysts to run their own queries, giving them a chance to use 

real-time information to feed predictive models. 

FP&A functions that are not yet able to ask the “why?” and “what’s next?” questions 

realize they must acquire this capability. Using predictive analytics tools, FP&A can 

collaborate with business leaders to plan their next move and design better business plans 

to achieve a company’s strategic objective. 

 

   Annual  Annual Annual    
  Revenue Revenue Revenue  
   Less Than Between At Least Publicly Privately 
 All $1 Billion $1-9.9 Billion $10 Billion Owned Held

Current capability 18% 13% 15% 41% 19% 20%

Future capability 50 58 43 45 51 44

Don’t know 31 29 41 14 30 35

Figure 3: Current and Future Use of Predictive Modeling  (e.g., forecasting, time-series analysis) 
to Analyze Big Data
(Percentage Distribution of Organizations)
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Key Finding: Gaining Better Access to Data 
What’s allowing FP&A to take a more-informed look forward is the growing ability 

to feed analytics models with better data. Already, nearly a third (29 percent) of 

companies has access to integrated traditional and unstructured data across 

enterprise sources as well as some external data, and they run both historic 

analysis as well as predictive algorithms. 

The majority of companies are still constrained by their ability to access information. At 

40 percent of companies, data is still locked at the business-unit level and FP&A is primarily 

focused on what happened, not on why something occurred or what’s going to happen in 

the future. But that’s going to change. Data access is going to be the key in helping FP&A 

support better decision making at the business and the management level and drive better 

enterprise performance.

Data access will become key for companies to remain competitive. Over half of survey 

participants (56 percent) indicate that for their companies to be competitive, they will need 

access to real-time structured and unstructured data that is shared extensively across the 

enterprise. Indeed, finance professionals believe that FP&A will need the ability to tap into 

integrated data and manipulate and visualize data on demand so that data-driven decision 

making becomes part of a company’s DNA (see Figure 4 below). 

 
Figure 4: Organization’s Maturity with Regards to Information Availability and Analysis Capabilities
(Percentage Distribution of Organizations)

Data is stored in 
spreadsheets or 
system extracts. 

No regular access
 to data beyond 

basic transactions.

Data is in department 
or line-of-business 

silos. Decisions may 
be supported by 

data, but are 
primarily based 

on past experience.

Structured operational 
data is available and 
may include some 
basic external data. 

Insights are 
generated at 

department or 
line-of-business level. 

Decision making is 
focused on 

analyzing past actions 
and consequences.

Enterprise sources 
as well as some 
external data. 

Decision making 
involves historic 

analysis and 
predictive 
algorithms.

Real-time, internal 
and external data 

is readily accessible 
across the enterprise 

based on need. 
Information is shared 
extensively across the 
enterprise. Data-driven 

decision making 
is part of the 

organization’s culture.

5%
1%

18%

3%

40%

12%

29%
27%

9%

56%
 Currently have

 Should have
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Key Finding: Becoming a Data-Driven Organization 
The survey results demonstrate that the days of guessing at numbers and using 

management intuition to arrive at a forecast or create a budget are over. For the 

majority of organizations (42 percent), the planning process is data-driven and 

most others rely on some standardized corporate mandated process. 

At nearly half the companies represented in the survey (49 percent), data is either at the 

very core of the budgeting, forecasting and planning process, or is already available and 

becoming the basis for the process. At an additional 35 percent, the forecasting, planning 

and budgeting process is governed by clear enterprise guidelines. 

Nearly a quarter of companies are at the top level of the maturity curve, according to 

survey results.  Respondents report that the culture within their organizations is data-driven, 

and the planning and budgeting functions set strategic organizational goals. This level of 

competency is more likely to have been reached at larger organizations with annual revenue 

of at least $10 billion and those that are publicly owned than at other companies. However, 

over one-third (37 percent) of finance professionals indicate their companies already have 

enterprise guidelines in place for planning and decision making, a sign that their organizations 

have reached a mid-level of maturity in their planning, budgeting and forecasting process. 

This is not surprising. As noted earlier, FP&A now has access to more real-time information 

than it did in the past. In addition, new systems are making it possible to break down the 

walls between financial and non-financial data streams, and allow for access to information 

regarding supply chain, asset utilization and marketing costs alongside financial metrics in 

order to identify causal relationships between business activities and financial results. These 

opportunities are encouraging companies to change their approach in order to leverage 

greater access to more data. 

These findings lend support to the trend AFP has observed among its member organizations. 

From what once was a mere offshoot of a company’s accounting department, FP&A is 

rapidly evolving into the “brains” of the organization—and a true business partner. FP&A 

no longer works in isolation; rather, it is actively engaged with an organization’s business 

units, and is involved in major investment decisions and as well as in identifying new 

growth opportunities.  In fact, business partnership has emerged as FP&A’s number-one 

role and is a key barometer of the function’s maturity level. 

Access to data drives FP&A’s ability to support business decisions. As shown in the 

AFP Guide, How FP&A Can Embrace Big Data to Drive Smarter Decisions1, at companies 

like Providence-St. Joseph’s Health, the FP&A team relies on cloud-based business 

intelligence (BI) tools to calculate the cost of each patient across the system and how to 

provide better service and reduce expenses. At PayLess ShoeSource, CFO Michael Schwindle 

and his team are working at the customer transaction level to help the Marketing function 

analyze the efficacy of sales campaigns; they use predictive models to figure out how 

changing the parameters of future efforts will affect customer behavior and, subsequently, 

the company’s financial results. 

1 https://www.AFPonline.org/docs/default-source/registered/mbr/2016-afp-guide-to-big-data.pdf?sfvrsn=2&_n=9501
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2 http://www.AFPonline.org/publications-data-tools/reports/guides/all-guides/Detail/driver-based-modelling

More data also means more powerful tools for making decisions and the ability to use more ad-

vanced budgeting, forecasting and planning techniques. For example, companies that rely more on 

data are also more likely to use rolling forecasting (60 percent) and driver-based modeling (60 percent). 

Data-based models require access to data across departmental barriers since they link business 

drivers to financial outcomes; they allow companies to figure out not only why certain financial results 

occurred but also what will happen if business drivers change. Once FP&A identifies key operational 

factors, it constructs the models by identifying the formula that expresses the relationships between 

key performance indicators (KPIs) and their financial impact in the form of an algorithm. FP&A then 

uses the model not only to explain the “why” behind past performance, but also to predict future 

financial performance. For example, FP&A can run “what-if” analyses to identify the financial 

performance impact of operational drivers, such as “what would happen if the number of web page 

clicks increases 20 percent,” or “what would happen if customer inquiries decline 30 percent in a 

month?” (For more, read AFP’s guide, Driver-Based Modeling & How It Works.)2

Figure 5: Management of Planning, Budgeting and Forecasting Process
(Percentage Distribution of Organizations)

Figure 6: Budgeting and Forecasting Techniques 
(Percent of Organizations)

   Annual  Annual Annual    
  Revenue Revenue Revenue  
   Less Than Between At Least Publicly Privately 
 All $1 Billion $1-9.9 Billion $10 Billion Owned Held

Decision making is based on instincts and the “gut feel”  
 7% 10% – 3% 1% 14%

Departmental planning is based on local information 
 14 16 13 3 11 14

Enterprise guidelines are in place for planning and decision making
 41 45 40 36

A robust data-driven enterprise planning and reporting capability exists, and we are building towards forecasting exposure management
 18 19 22 14 18 17

It is a data-driven planning culture whereby planning and budgeting set strategic organizational goals 
 24 20 24 34 29 18

     Enterprise A robust data- Data-driven  
    guidelines driven planning planning and 
     are in and reporting decision making 
  Decision  place for capability exists, culture whereby
  based on Planning planning building towards planning and
  instincts based on and forecasting budgeting set
  and gut local decision exposure strategic 
 All feeling information making management organizational goals
    

Activity-based budgeting 48% 38 44% 38% 61% 52%

Zero-based budgeting 39 38 36 40 35 38

Rolling forecast 48 46 36 45 48 60

Last year plus percentage 63 54 36 55 68 71

Demand-pull 18 8 16 15 16 26

Predictive modelling, e.g. stochastics 15 8 12 14 10 24

Driver-based modeling  57 38 40 55 71 60

Other  1 8 – – – -
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Key Finding: Companies With Bigger Budgets Utilize More Advanced 
Budgeting Techniques
The size of a company’s budget is obviously correlated to the size of the 

organization. So, companies that spend more on their FP&A processes are likely 

to be larger ones with more mature FP&A functions. Where these bigger budgets 

make the most difference is in the kind of techniques companies use in their 

planning process. 

Larger companies sit higher on the FP&A maturity curve and show a propensity to use 

more advanced forecasting and budgeting methods. For example, companies with an FP&A 

budget in the $1-4.9 million range were much more likely to use driver-based modeling than 

were companies that spent less than $1 million (70 percent vs. 52 percent). Companies with 

bigger budgets were also more likely than others to use rolling forecasts (54 percent vs. 

49 percent). The difference only widened as budgets got bigger. Eighty percent of companies 

with budgets in the $5-9.9 million used rolling forecasting. 

For FP&A, rolling forecasting and driver-based models are both clear marks of process 

maturity and are considered best practices. The use of these models illustrates that an 

organization has embraced the notion of looking forward. A static, 12-months-to-year-end 

forecast does not capture what’s likely to happen down the road, and so does not allow 

management to plan ahead and accommodate changes in market conditions. Meanwhile, 

driver-based models can help a company “connect the dots” between operational decisions and 

financial consequences and allow an organization to adjust course as business drivers change. 

Figure 7: Budgeting and Forecasting Techniques Used 
(Percent of Organizations)

  Cost less Cost Cost Cost Cost Cost Cost
  than $1M- $5M- $10M- $25M- $50M- $100M-

 All $1M $4.9M $9.9M $24.9M $49.9M $99.9M $999.9M

Activity-based budgeting 
 48% 46% 46% 20% 57% 67% 100% –

Zero-based budgeting 
 39 37 54 20 29 – – 50

Rolling forecast 
 48 49 54 80 14 100 – –

Last year plus percentage 
 63 62 70 60 43 67 100 50

Demand-pull 
 18 18 8 20 29 – – 50
 
Predictive modeling, e.g., stochastics 
 15 15 14 100 29 – – 50

Driver-based modeling  
 57 52 70 60 86 – 100 50

Other  
 1 1 – – – – – –
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The amount companies spend on the FP&A process also appears to make some difference 

as to whether or not an organization takes a top-down or bottom-up approach to its budget-

ing process. Companies that spent less than $1 million were more likely to take a top-down 

approach (12 percent) than companies that spent $1-4.9 million (three percent). It appears 

that it is less expensive to avoid getting stuck at the line-item level. In many cases, the 

top-down approach requires fewer resources, less time and has a shorter cycle time. The 

bottom-up approach is more granular, demands the involvement of more participants all 

the way to the business unit level, and takes longer; hence it costs more. 

Yet, it is important to note that either approach—on its own—has limitations. Looking at 

things only at the high level could result in FP&A missing an important detail. Taking the 

bottom-up approach could get FP&A lost in minutiae, missing the big picture. This is likely 

the reason the majority of organizations takes a hybrid approach.

Figure 8: Overall Approach to Budgeting Process
(Percentage Distribution of Organizations)

  Cost less Cost Cost Cost Cost Cost Cost
  than $1M- $5M- $10M- $25M- $50M- $100M-

 All $1M $4.9M $9.9M $24.9M $49.9M $99.9M $999.9M

Top-down 
 9% 12% 3% – – – – –

Bottom-up 
 24 25 22 60 43 – – 50

Hybrid (top-down and bottom-up) 
 67 63 76 40 57 100 100 50
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OTHER KEY DATA
Process Quality/Efficiency
Forecast Accuracy 
FP&A’s core mission is to get the forecast right. Its primary role is to provide management 

with a view of what’s ahead so that management can make better decisions about how to 

run the business. A poll of AFP’s FP&A Advisory Council earlier in 2016 revealed that 

forecasting is the area where FP&A can contribute the most to a company’s performance. 

That’s because the velocity of change and intensity of competition in today’s global 

environment are putting extra pressure on companies to look down the road in order to 

prepare for the “next big thing.” If FP&A cannot provide accurate forecasts, it cannot help 

management plan better and identify new opportunities and risks.

In addition, “getting it wrong” can have disastrous consequences. Recall the $1 billion 

mistake in Walgreen’s forecast in 2015: the CFO lost his job and the company’s stock took a 

big dive—and those were only the externally visible manifestations of the error. Less visible 

to outsiders may be the fact that  an inaccurate forecast can mean missing opportunities for 

growth, losing market share, and failing to launch new products. Those are exactly the 

outcomes FP&A’s mandate is supposed to help avoid. If FP&A gets the forecast wrong, it 

fails in its most basic mission. 

Of course, no one has a crystal ball. Only 17 percent of survey respondents indicate that 

their organizations have a forecasting accuracy of +/- 2 percent. The majority (37 percent) 

reports that their business entity’s typical forecast accuracy falls within +/- 5 percent. 

Just over a fifth (21 percent) indicates their company’s forecast accuracy is within 

+/- 10 percent. That’s a wide margin of error. Not surprisingly, fewer organizations are 

experiencing forecasting accuracies at either the lower or higher end of the spectrum, with 

only 9 percent of survey respondents reporting a forecasting accuracy within a one-percent 

range and an additional 9 percent reporting accuracy levels greater than 10 percent.  

Figure 9: Business Entity’s Typical Forecast Accuracy 
(Percentage Distribution of Organizations) 

   Annual  Annual Annual    
  Revenue Revenue Revenue  
   Less Than Between At Least Publicly Privately 
 All $1 Billion $1-9.9 Billion $10 Billion Owned Held

Within +/- 0.25% 2% 3% 2% – – 1%

Within +/- 0.5% 3 5 – 3 – 5

Within +/- 1.0% 4 1 8 7 7 1

Within +/- 2.0% 17 13 24 17 19 16

Within +/- 5.0% 37 42 29 38 36 34

Within +/- 7.5% 9 4 10 17 11 9

Within +/- 10.0% 21 22 18 10 16 25

Greater than +/- 10.0% 9 9 8 7 11 8
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Reporting Forecast Variances 
Given the emphasis on FP&A getting the forecast right and the consequences of getting it 

wrong, most companies track whether or not their actuals meet their expectations on a 

periodic basis. The survey finds that a large majority of business entities reports variances 

on a year-to-date basis every month. Over half (59 percent) report variances compared to 

the prior year and exactly 50 percent report them year-to-date every quarter. 

Publicly owned companies are twice as likely as those that are privately held to report 

variances year-to-date by quarter. For publicly owned companies, reporting forecast vari-

ances is a sign to outside stakeholders of good internal financial discipline as well as a signal 

that management is in touch with the business and knows what is going on throughout the 

organization. Large variances indicate the opposite. That’s why Walgreen’s was punished 

so harshly by the market. The question investors asked was, “How could management get it 

so wrong?” For private companies, the forecast is a private matter, of interest only to owners 

(and sometimes creditors) and not something that needs to be shared with outsiders.  

It is important to note, however, that simply tracking and reporting forecast accuracy is 

not enough. It is more important to ask the “why” questions: Why is the forecast off? Is it off 

by a similar margin and in the same direction for the same business unit (BU) every month? 

Did the BU send wrong information? Did something unexpected happen (e.g., a labor 

strike)? If the same unit submits forecasts that are biased in a consistent manner, that could 

be the trigger for a different and very important conversation. Understanding the root cause 

of forecasting errors is the only way to instill a culture of continuous improvement. 

   Annual  Annual Annual    
  Revenue Revenue Revenue  
   Less Than Between At Least Publicly Privately 
 All $1 Billion $1-9.9 Billion $10 Billion Owned Held

Year to date, by month 
 83% 84% 65% 45% 62% 62%

Year to date, by quarter 
 50 36 47 38 51 25

Versus prior year 
 59 53 56 38 48 39

Last 12 months, by month 
 13 15 7 9 11 10

Last four quarters, by quarter  
 6 5 3 9 6 4

Figure 10: Procedure Followed by Business Entity to Report Variances
(Percent of Organizations) 
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Budgeting and Forecasting Techniques Used
A big part of where FP&A is on the maturity curve is also determined by what budgeting 

and forecasting techniques it uses in the planning process. In the past, budgeting and fore-

casting were quite static: the budget was completed weeks prior to the start of the fiscal 

year and then basically put in a drawer. It was outdated even before the start of the fiscal 

year, yet all business units were expected to meet its targets.  FP&A measured actuals vs. 

budget every month. Whether the economy took a severe downturn or a new competitor 

moved into the market didn’t matter. The budget set the stage for the allocation of resources 

and management compensation and was locked in before the year began, regardless of any 

other external developments. 

For many companies, the forecast was created at the start of month 1 through the next 

12 months. Every month, FP&A compared the month-end forecast to actuals, noted the 

variances and then re-forecasted to the end of the fiscal year. It created what some called the 

“snowplow” effect:  all of the missed budgetary milestones were pushed to the latter part of 

the year. Obviously this approach was not a very agile or market-sensitive way to operate; 

neither did it allow for a very realistic view of the future.  It also provided no clue about what 

would happen after the end of the year. In month 11, management had a view only through 

the last month. It was blind after month 12. 

But over the past three to five years, more FP&A teams have adopted new ways of 

forecasting and budgeting that reflect the reality of a faster, more global and fiercely 

competitive business environment. 

Certainly, there’s still a majority of companies (63 percent) that budget based on the 

previous year’s plus a percentage. But, refreshingly, a full 39 percent are also using zero-

based budgeting (ZBB), a technique that does not simply take the previous year’s numbers 

and assumes they make sense for the current (or the next budget) year. 

The adoption of ZBB has been a big trend in the past couple of years. It is also the subject 

of the most recent AFP Guide, ZBB 2.0: A New Take on an Old Method.3 Unlike the “last year 

plus” approach, ZBB advocates beginning each budget cycle from scratch; managers have to 

justify every expense for every activity. Clearly, the 39 percent of companies utilizing ZBB are 

not all starting from scratch every year. Rather, they are combining ZBB with more traditional 

budgeting techniques. They’re using ZBB 2.0—a new, less cumbersome and draconian 

approach. ZBB 2.0 targets different departments on a rotating basis and hones in on areas 

of cost volatility or those of particular concern. The objective is the same: to align the cost 

structure with an organization’s strategic objectives instead of assuming the previous year’s 

budget is right for the year ahead, and achieve cost savings that can be reinvested in growth. 

ZBB is not the only new technique that’s gaining momentum among financial planners:

• 57 percent of FP&A functions use driver-based modeling, a more data-based, 

 math-driven method of forecasting that does not rely only on financial data, or gut feel, 

to forecast the financial impact of changing operational metrics. 

• 48 percent rely on activity-based budgeting, which, similar to ZBB, tracks expenses 

down to the lowest level.  Instead of giving marketing or sales a budget, it assigns a cost 

to each activity.  

• 48 percent use rolling forecasting, looking beyond the 12-month barrier and giving 

their organization’s management the time to plan for change. 

 

3 http://www.AFPonline.org/publications-data-tools/reports/guides/fpa
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Figure 11: Budgeting and Forecasting Techniques Used
(Percentage Distribution of Organizations)

   Annual  Annual Annual    
  Revenue Revenue Revenue  
   Less Than Between At Least Publicly Privately 
 All $1 Billion $1-9.9 Billion $10 Billion Owned Held

Last year plus percentage 
 63% 61% 43% 47% 41% 46%

Driver-based modeling  
 57 52 41 43 47 38

Rolling forecast 
 48 49 32 28 38 32

Activity-based budgeting 
 48 41 35 32 28 33

Zero-based budgeting 
 39 39 18 26 26 23
  
Demand-pull 
 18 18 6 21 15 13

Other  
 1 41 35 32 28 33

Process Standardization
For many years, FP&A was an ill-defined function.  As noted earlier, some companies treated 

it as an offshoot of accounting while others gave it a more strategic spin. Increasingly, with 

the help of organizations like AFP, its thought leadership work and its FP&A Certification 

Program, the lines separating FP&A from the rest of a company’s finance operations have 

been more clearly drawn. That distinction helps companies define best practices and 

establish standardized processes. As the FP&A function continues to mature, we expect more 

companies to move in that direction. The survey results suggest that FP&A has a long way to 

go, but also demonstrate that the function has already made progress. 

Figure 12: Usage of Standard/Common Finance Processes 
(Percentage Distribution of Organizations)

  Cost less Cost Cost Cost Cost Cost Cost
  than $1M- $5M- $10M- $25M- $50M- $100M-

 All $1M $4.9M $9.9M $24.9M $49.9M $99.9M $999.9M

No plans to adopt 
 9% 9% 11% – – – – –

Started (less than 25) 
 11 15 8 – – – – –

Partially achieved (25-50) 
 13 9 22  29 – 100 –

Partially achieved (51-75) 
 21 14 30 25 43 100 – 100

Enterprise-wide (more than 75) 
 47 53 30 75 29 – – –
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Technology
Many finance departments still rely primarily on Excel (at 40 percent of companies). That is 

not news. What is news is that they no longer have to. 

The first wave of enterprise performance management (EPM) systems involved large 

platforms. They suited very large companies and often went hand-in-hand with whatever 

enterprise resources planning (ERP) system a company was already using. EPMs’ cost and 

scope did not make sense for smaller players or a variety of reasons:  the systems took a long 

time to implement, Finance and IT needed to closely collaborate to “make it happen”, and 

often such systems required hiring consultants or additional IT staff to manage them on an 

ongoing basis or to customize them to a company’s unique processes. EPM platforms like 

Oracle and SAP are much more prevalent among companies with annual revenue of at least 

$10 billion. Overall, only 15 percent of survey respondents indicate that their organizations 

have Oracle systems and 12 percent report their companies have SAP. 

The same trend is evident in the type of dedicated financial planning software FP&A 

departments use to execute the budgeting, forecasting and planning process. Again, Excel 

is clearly the leader (at 55 percent of organizations). There are several reasons for that. First, 

Excel does not require IT intervention—Finance can use it independently, change models, 

run queries, etc.  Second, at least on the surface, Excel appears to be the cheapest option:  

virtually everyone who uses a computer has it on his or her desktop. Consequently, it does 

not require building a business case, going through a formal Request for Proposal (RFP) 

process, creating elaborate functionalities lists, etc. 

Figure 13: System Business Entity Uses for the Process “Evaluate and Manage Financial Performance”
(Percentage Distribution of Organizations)

   Annual  Annual Annual    
  Revenue Revenue Revenue  
   Less Than Between At Least Publicly Privately 
 All $1 Billion $1-9.9 Billion $10 Billion Owned Held

Manual/spreadsheet 
 40% 47% 32% 36% 32% 49%

Oracle (including PeopleSoft, JD Edwards, etc.)  
 15 5 30 25 18 13

SAP (including OutlookSoft, SRC, Cartesis, etc.) 
 12 10 15 18 17 6

Internally developed technology 
 3 2 – 4 3 1

Cognos 
 3 1 6 4 6 3

Lawson Software 
 1 1 2 – 1 1

Infor (including Comshare, GEAC and Baan) 
 1 1 – 4 – 3

Other system 
 24 32 15 11 23 24
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But contrary to appearances, Excel may not actually be cheaper for the FP&A function.  

Excel often masks hidden costs, such as the need to maintain multiple, disparate underlying 

systems. It limits access to multiple sources of data and has limited calculation capacity, 

especially as the volume and complexity of data increases. It is open to errors, requires 

re-inputting and inspires poor data governance. On the other hand, the learning curve for 

Excel is relatively flat. Finance executives are simply comfortable with it. In fact, anecdotal 

evidence suggests that even FP&A professionals who rely on dedicated financial planning 

applications often use Excel to run models offline.

But they don’t have to. There are now new and less costly software tools available that give 

FP&A the functionalities it needs to perform forecasting and budgeting activities, with the 

user-friendliness and the Excel-like interface FP&A professionals have come to like. While 

these tools, such as Adaptive Insights and Host Analytics, are not yet prevalent as big 

players—anecdotal evidence suggests that their adoption is gaining momentum. Even the 

existing big players—including SAP, Oracle and IBM—are offering their existing solutions 

in the cloud. 

The next phase for FP&A technology will be to take advantage of these tools and so reduce 

FP&A’s reliance on Excel. No one thinks Excel is going away, but more companies will adopt 

dedicated financial software to run their planning processes.

Figure 14: Business Entity’s Primary Software and Current Software Delivery Method for the 
Planning/Budgeting/Forecasting Process
(Percentage Distribution of Organizations)

   Annual  Annual Annual    
  Revenue Revenue Revenue  
   Less Than Between At Least Publicly Privately 
 All $1 Billion $1-9.9 Billion $10 Billion Owned Held

Spreadsheet (e.g., Microsoft Excel) 
 55% 64% 43% 41% 44% 64%

Oracle Hyperion Planning 
 14 4 26 – 23 5

SAP BPC 
 7 5 15 3 11 4

Cognos 
 3 – 6 7 4 5

Host Analytics 
 3 4 2 – 1 6

Adaptive Insights 
 3 6 – – 1 5

Board 
 1 – – 3 – 8

Oracle Planning and Budgeting Cloud Service  
 1 2 – 31 1 4

Other  
 13 15 9 14 14 10
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Analytics
Organization’s Maturity with Regards to Information Availability and 
Analysis Capabilities
FP&A is transitioning into the analytics “hub” at organizations. As such, it can have 

access to data from multiple sources and can view, analyze and share information across 

the enterprise, and thus provide senior management and business leaders with intelligence 

on how to take action to improve enterprise performance. The IBM white paper, concluded 

that enterprises that leverage advanced finance analytics are more profitable than those 

companies that do not. That’s clear evidence that it pays to develop a strong financial 

analytics capability. 

While not all companies are at the same place on the FP&A maturity curve, the confluence 

of external pressures, technological advances and the shifting role of FP&A are bringing the 

function to an inflection point. The accessibility of new information and new technology 

tools are empowering Finance to arrive at better analyses and inputs to support data-driven 

decisions. The pressure to adopt more advanced, fact-based analytics stems from the need 

to navigate a complex and competitive business environment, and the growing availability of 

better, more affordable and less IT function-dependent self-service analytics tools. 

But FP&A still has a long way to go. The survey results reveal that only three out of ten 

finance professionals report that their organizations’ FP&A functions rank high at on a 

scale of access to information and analytics capability. They look at both traditional and 

unstructured data from various enterprise sources, and deploy both historic analysis as 

well as predictive algorithms. They can feed models with big data to help forecast what lies 

ahead, so there are few surprises.  That means that companies can have the time they need 

to adjust course and become more successful.  FP&A functions in such companies add real 

value to the planning process and are in sync with their organizations’ strategic goals.

At 40 percent of organizations the FP&A operations are at the mid-point on the maturity 

curve with regards to information availability and analysis capabilities. They have access to 

structured operational data, which may also include some basic external data. For the most 

part, their decision-making input is focused on analyzing past actions and consequences. 

They are not yet looking forward but still primarily engaged in figuring out what has already 

happened and why. 

Slightly less than a fifth (18 percent) of organizations remains at a lower point on the 

maturity curve—where data is sitting in department or line-of-business silos, and decisions 

may be supported by data but are based primarily on past experience. At that level of 

maturity, it is difficult for FP&A to pull cross-functional data and ask probative questions. 

There’s no question that being able to access better, broader data to run predictive 

analytics and support data-driven decisions will differentiate successful organizations from 

the also-rans. In this increasingly digitalized world, FP&A’s ability to pull both financial 

and operational, structured and unstructured, and internal and external information will 

make or break organizations. Over half (56 percent) of survey respondents indicate that in 

order for their companies to remain competitive, FP&A departments need ready access to 

real-time internal and external data that can be shared extensively across the enterprise. 

To be effective in supporting advanced analytics, data needs to be integrated in real-time 

and users should be able to access, manipulate and visualize data on demand. Data-driven 

decision making must be part of an organizational culture.

  
 Current 
Information Availability
 Information 
and Analysis Capabilities
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Figure 15: Organization’s Maturity with Regards to Information Availability and Analysis Capabilities 
to be Competitive 
(Percentage Distribution of Organizations) 

 Current Information Availability 
 Information and Analysis Capabilities
 Availability and that Organizations
 Analysis Capabilities SHOULD Have
 

We don’t have regular access to data beyond 
basic transactions. Data is stored in spreadsheets 
or system extracts. 5% 1%

Data is in department or line-of-business silos.  
Insight generation is only performed on an ad hoc 
or periodic basis. Decisions may be supported by 
data, but are primarily based on past experience. 18 3

Structured operational data is available and may 
include some basic external data. Insights are 
generated at department or line-of-business level.  
Decision making is focused on analyzing past 
actions and consequences. 40 12

Traditional and unstructured data is integrated and 
available from enterprise sources as well as some 
external data. While data is available to many people 
based on their roles and needs, using it might require 
some technical assistance. Decision making involves 
historic analysis and predictive algorithms. 29 27

Real-time, internal and external data is readily accessible across 
the enterprise based on need. Information is shared extensively 
across the enterprise. The data is integrated real-time and 
users can access, manipulate and visualize data on demand. 
Data-driven decision making is part of the organization’s culture. 9 56
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Importance of Data Inputs
One area growing in relevance for FP&A is integrated planning. Integrated planning 

brings together the operational and financial metrics of an organization with external 

data to deliver a more reliable forecast to help build a better business plan. In the past, 

finance budgeted, forecasted and planned based on information within its own four walls. 

FP&A already has visibility into non-financial and external data when it performs its core 

processes (see Figure 16 below). 

The survey finds that 39 percent of finance professionals report that transaction-volume 

changes are a critically important data input in their organization’s forecasting process and 

accuracy, and an additional 20 percent consider it important. Supply-chain changes are 

also viewed as critically important by 16 percent of respondents. An additional 17 percent 

consider them an important data input to the forecasting process and accuracy. 

Figure 16:  Relative Importance of Data inputs to Organization’s Forecasting Process and Accuracy
(Percentage Distribution of Organizations)

 8% 12% 21% 20% 39%

 19% 19% 29% 17% 16%

 42% 22% 19% 11% 6%

 11% 23% 27% 25% 15%

 48% 21% 13% 11% 7%

 18% 23% 30% 15% 14%

Transaction Volume Changes

Supply Chain Changes

Center/Administration Metrics

Economic Data

Weather

Customer Trends

 No Importance  1        2        3       4      Critical Importance 5
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Extent of Usage of Data Inputs  
What access FP&A has to data inputs will determine how that data can be used. As noted 

earlier, FP&A increasingly seeks data inputs from other parts of an organization and from 

outside organizational walls. FP&A professionals realize that they cannot forecast in isola-

tion. Integrated planning is all about bringing together financial and operational data so that 

the resulting forecast takes into account the full range of organizational metrics, and layers 

on key external data to ground the forecast in the reality of the market environment.

Indeed, inserting operational data into the mathematical equation is the basis of any good 

driver-based modeling approach, a method that is gaining momentum—and fast. Driver-based 

models are based on identifying business KPIs that have a material impact on financial results 

and any correlated external factors. 

Not surprisingly, the survey results show that key data points like transaction-volume 

changes are already being used extensively in planning models—by 59 percent of 

organizations. Other data inputs used fairly commonly in planning models are economic 

data (cited by 31 percent of finance professionals) and supply-chain changes (cited by 

29 percent). 

Figure 17: Extent of Usage of Data Inputs in Planning Models
(Percentage Distribution of Organizations)

 10% 8% 22% 20% 39%

 21% 25% 25% 14% 15%

 52% 18% 16% 8% 6%

 16% 27% 27% 20% 11%

 58% 20% 10% 7% 5%

 32% 27% 21% 14% 7%

Transaction Volume Changes

Supply Chain Changes

Center/Administration Metrics

Economic Data

Weather

Customer Trends

 Not Used at all  1        2        3       4      Used to a Great Extent 5
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Measuring Cycle Times 
Business Entity’s Average Cycle Time in Calendar Days 
One of the critical areas for today’s FP&A function is the ability to do things faster and 

smarter. If FP&A is to focus on adding value to a business, it needs to complete its basic 

processes quickly and accurately. Increasingly, FP&A adds the most value when working in 

collaboration with business partners, solving business problems, identifying opportunities 

and risk, and improving overall financial performance. Because business partnering takes 

time, processes like budgeting and forecasting need to be streamlined. It’s something nearly 

every company’s FP&A function is currently working to improve. A July 2016 study from 

the American Productivity & Quality Center (APQC)4  revealed that nearly three quarters of 

finance teams are engaged in finance improvement initiatives designed to reduce cost and 

improve engagement with business leaders. 

Complete the Annual Budget 
For many FP&A professionals, completing the annual budget is a painful process. Interestingly, 

there’s a wide gap between lesser and high performers in terms of the length of the budget 

cycle.  The typical company completed the budget in 75 days. However, top performers took 

only a month to build their annual budgets, while lesser performers took three times as 

long. Several factors may account for the difference. Fast budgeters often take a top-down 

approach and do not get into every line-item detail; they also cap the number of budget itera-

tions. As noted earlier, the share of the overall FP&A a company spends on financial systems 

is a critical factor in determining how fast a company completes its budgeting process. The 

faster a budget is done, the more time FP&A can spend on more value-add activities.

4 Supply Chain Challenges in Data and Analytics for 2016. 
See https://www.apqc.org/knowledge-base/documents/supply-chain-challenges-data-and-analytics-2016

Figure 18: Number of Days to Complete Annual Budget

Mean Top Performers Typical Organization (Median) Lesser Performers 

77.41 30 75 92.5

Prepare the Financial Forecast 
A similar gap is evident in the time it takes to produce the forecast.  Top performers produce 

a forecast in five days; those in the low end of the spectrum take 30 days. When forecast-

ing takes a month, the numbers become obsolete; by the time it is produced the forecast 

becomes just an historical number.

It is critical for FP&A departments to be able to update the forecast quickly and provide 

fresh and timely information. That quick refresh enables FP&A to give management a chance 

to react to changing conditions. In addition, if FP&A is only engaged in revising the forecast, 

it doesn’t have time to perform critical analysis and figure out why things are working, or not 

working, and how they need to be changed going forward.

Figure 19: Number of Days to Prepare Forecast

Mean Top Performers Typical Organization (Median) Lesser Performers 

20.41 5 15 30
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Update/Revise the Rolling Forecast 
On average, business entities spend just over 12 calendar days on updating and revising their 

rolling forecast. But FP&A professionals at the top end of the scale complete the process in two 

days. Why the difference? As mentioned earlier, how much the function invests in technology 

is one key factor. Another reason could be that quick forecasters rely on advanced analytics 

tools to run data automatically through models to produce revised forecasting results. While 

forecasting models, like driver-based models, need to be updated and maintained, once built 

and rigorously tested, they can significantly reduce the time required to produce reliable 

results. Another possible reason for the difference in the updating/revising cycle time is the 

level of granularity of the forecast: if FP&A needs to re-forecast every line item it will clearly 

take a lot longer than if it focuses only on a shorter list of key items.

Figure 20: Number of Days to Update/Revise Rolling Forecasts

Mean Top Performers Typical Organization (Median) Lesser Performers 

12.41 2 5 15

Frequency of Updating Rolling Forecasts
Thirty-seven percent of survey respondents from business entities that rely on rolling fore-

casts update their rolling forecasts monthly, and more than one-fourth do so quarterly.  But 

the length of time required to update a forecast will also affect how often FP&A can “refresh” 

or run any update. Even those FP&A departments that can forecast rapidly may not want to 

increase the frequency of their updates: doing so is not necessarily a plus. It may only be 

applicable for companies experiencing tremendously fast-pace growth or launching a new 

product. For the rest, very frequent updates could be unnecessarily time consuming and 

could lead to information overload. 

 

Figure 21: Frequency of Updating Rolling Forecasts
(Percentage Distribution of Organizations)

   Annual  Annual Annual    
  Revenue Revenue Revenue  
   Less Than Between At Least Publicly Privately 
 All $1 Billion $1-9.9 Billion $10 Billion Owned Held

More than once a month 
 6% 4% 4% 13% 9% 5%

Monthly 
 37 38 35 31 42 35

Quarterly 
 27 33 27 16 25 28

Do not use rolling forecasts  
 24 20 29 28 21 23

Other 
 6 5 4 13 4 9
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Cost/Full-Time Employees
The Cost of the Forecasting, Budgeting and Planning Process
The amount companies spend on their budgeting, forecasting and planning process is, not 

surprisingly, related to their size. But even when size is factored into the equation, there is 

still a wide gap between top performers and bottom quartile, suggesting some FP&A 

departments could make significant improvement in terms of efficiency of process as well 

as the number of FTEs they employ. 

For example, among those companies with annual revenue under $1 billion, the top 

performers spent $200,000 on the process while employing one FTE; lesser performers spent 

nearly $1 million and employed six FTEs.  That’s a huge difference. The same gap appears 

with larger organizations as well:  the top performers among companies with annual revenue 

between $1-9.9 billion spent $600,000 on the process and had less than five FTEs.  For those 

in the bottom quartile those numbers were $3.3 million and 17.5 FTEs. Again, there’s a wide 

gap between top and bottom performers suggesting an opportunity for significant improvement 

for FP&A functions in both overall cost and the number of FTEs. 

   Annual  Annual Annual    
  Revenue Revenue Revenue  
   Less Than Between At Least Publicly Privately 
 All $1 Billion $1-9.9 Billion $10 Billion Owned Held

Mean  $5,334,124  $1,185,654 $8,495,517 $12,335,815 $985,2963 $1,179,290

Top Performers 250,000  200,000 600,000 872,500 500,000 200,000

Typical Performers (Median)  621,230  385,000 1,550,000 2,150,000 1,500,000 400,000

Lesser Performers   2,000,000  964,200 3,337,553 5,575,000 3,000,000 1,000,000

   Annual  Annual Annual    
  Revenue Revenue Revenue  
   Less Than Between At Least Publicly Privately 
 All $1 Billion $1-9.9 Billion $10 Billion Owned Held

Mean 16.13 6.31 25.01 36.88 27.34 10.17

Top Performers 2 1 4.75 4.5 3 2

Typical Performers (Median)  5 3.5 8 12 9 3.63

Lesser Performers  11 6 17.5 30 19 6

The overall cost of budgeting, forecasting and planning and the cost of FTEs are intricately 

related. Indeed, employees are the biggest cost component in the FP&A process, accounting 

for 78 percent of the total cost. (See Appendix 1, Figure 36).  

Figure 22: Business Entity Process by Cost by Annual Revenue and Type of Organization

Figure 23: FTEs by Annual Revenue: Perform Planning/Budgeting/Forecasting
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Number of Full-Time Employees (FTEs) Employed by the Business Entity to 
Perform the Following Activities:
It is interesting to see how companies split up their resources in terms of how much time FTEs spend 

on different activities within the overall budget/forecasting process. Here, too, the data indicate there 

are wide gaps in performance between the top and bottom quartiles and consequently a lot of room 

for FP&A to improve its processes and resource allocation to become more efficient and effective. 

   Annual  Annual Annual    
  Revenue Revenue Revenue  
   Less Than Between At Least Publicly Privately 
 All $1 Billion $1-9.9 Billion $10 Billion Owned Held

Mean 3.2 1.22 4.44 5.34 4.89 1.96

Top Performers 0.5 0.3 1 1.5 1 0.48

Typical Performers (Median)  1 0.5 1.75 3 2 1

Lesser Performers  3 1 4 5 5 1.63

   Annual  Annual Annual    
  Revenue Revenue Revenue  
   Less Than Between At Least Publicly Privately 
 All $1 Billion $1-9.9 Billion $10 Billion Owned Held

Mean 1.85 0.88 3.05 2.17 2.97 0.92

Top Performers 0.1 0.1 0.25 0.5 0.3 0.1

Typical Performers (Median)  0.5 0.5 0.6 1 1 0.4

Lesser Performers  2 1 2 3 3 1

   Annual  Annual Annual    
  Revenue Revenue Revenue  
   Less Than Between At Least Publicly Privately 
 All $1 Billion $1-9.9 Billion $10 Billion Owned Held

Mean 6.87 1.8 8.65 16.32 11.71 2.83

Top Performers 0.5 0.25 1.7 2 0.75 0.29

Typical Performers (Median)  2 1 3 3 2.05 1.45

Lesser Performers  4.03 2 6.5 10 6.25 2.75

   Annual  Annual Annual    
  Revenue Revenue Revenue  
   Less Than Between At Least Publicly Privately 
 All $1 Billion $1-9.9 Billion $10 Billion Owned Held

Mean 6.48 1.33 14.59 6.24 11.7 1.89

Top Performers 0.5 0.2 1 1 1 0.3

Typical Performers (Median)  1 0.5 2.55 4 2.5 0.9

Lesser Performers  3.58 1.00 7 10 9 2

Figure 24: FTEs by Annual Revenue: Perform Management Activities

Figure 25: FTEs by Annual Revenue: Develop and Maintain Budget Policies/and Procedures 

Figure 26: FTEs by Annual Revenue: Prepare Periodic Budgets and Plans

Figure 27: FTEs by Annual Revenue: Prepare Periodic Forecasts
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CONCLUSION 
The picture emerging from AFP’s Financial Planning & Analysis Benchmarking Survey is one of a 

function in transition but on a clear path toward a greater level of maturity. The survey results reveal 

that while FP&A departments lag in some areas, overall they are becoming future-ready. They now 

tend to rely more on hard data to make decisions and are using more advanced forecasting and 

budgeting techniques, such as driver-based modeling and rolling forecasting, to improve management 

and business leaders’ line of sight. Their objective is to provide management with the insight and 

foresight needed to adjust course in changing market conditions and improve the financial 

performance of their organizations. 

From a backward-looking (what happened) approach, FP&A is shifting to a forward-looking, one:  

not just what happened, but why it did and what is likely to occur next. Through better access to more 

diversified data, FP&A can make better recommendations to business leaders and senior management.  

It is assuming a stronger influencer role in advising company management on big decisions about 

growth and investments. 

The survey results also indicate that there is still a lot of work to be done. FP&A continues to be 

hampered by the lack of dedicated technological solutions. Most companies still rely heavily on 

Excel. By shifting from spreadsheets to dedicated financial planning applications and using 

predictive analytics, Finance can become even more forward-looking, leverage access to data from 

multiple sources, inside and outside an organization, and use more advanced analytics to help a 

company become more competitive. 

To fulfill its mission as the analytics hub of an organization, FP&A needs to master new tools and 

develop a new mindset. It needs to pivot toward statistical models, business intelligence and even 

artificial intelligence tools that will allow it to process not hundreds or thousands of data points but 

millions, in order to detect patterns and apply trends to improve future financial performance. 

Companies that have larger technology budgets are showing improvements in cycle times and 

efficiency measures, thus freeing up FP&A’s time to focus on more value-add work. 

As FP&A functions continue to develop their role as the “brains” of an organization, mastering 

data, perfecting their analytics capabilities and running what-if and other scenario analyses to help 

business partners plan better, grow faster and perform optimally, FP&A professionals will need to:

1. Continue to move away from Excel and better deploy technology budgets to transition to  

cloud-based, dedicated financial planning systems that help improve the budgeting, 

 forecasting and planning process to reduce the overall cost of the FP&A process and close 

 the gap between top and bottom performers.

2. Reduce the amount of time professionals spend on “grunt work” by automating repetitive 

 functions to reduce cycle times and free up professionals to perform higher-level analytics 

 and become true business partners. 

3. Shift from simple forecast-variance analysis to understanding the root cause of forecast 

 inaccuracy to prevent future misses. 

4. Gain access to enterprise-wide and external data sources in real time, so they can plan on an 

integrated basis and feed new models with fresh data on as-needed basis. 

5. Use more advanced forecasting and budgeting techniques such as rolling forecasting, 

 driver-based modeling and zero-based budgeting and thus move away from static planning 

 and stale assumptions so that their companies become more agile. 

6. Improve their predictive analytics skills and acquire business intelligence, artificial intelligence 

and data integration tools that help them see better down the road, identify patterns and look 

across financial and operational, internal and external data to create better models and embed 

the data-driven decision culture into the DNA of their organization.
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DEMOGRAPHICS
In April 2016, the Association for Financial Professionals® (AFP), conducted a 30-question 

survey on key FP&A metrics (costs, FTEs, cycle times, variances, error rates, etc.), and 

policies with the goal of identifying “benchmark” FP&A operations. This survey is the 

first in AFP’s multi-year project which aims to provide finance professionals with data to 

identify best practices and to improve processes within their organizations. This inaugural 

FP&A survey generated 255 responses from corporate practitioners, primarily from the U.S. 

and Canada, as well as a handful of responses from finance professionals in South and 

Central America, Asia, Europe, and the Middle East and Africa. The following tables 

summarize the characteristics of the survey respondents where organization-level 

demographics were provided.

   Annual  Annual Annual    
  Revenue Revenue Revenue  
   Less Than Between At Least  
 All $1 Billion $1-9.9 Billion $10 Billion 

Publicly Owned 40% 23% 63% 62% 

Privately Held 44 53 31 32 

Non-Profit 10 18 3 4 

Government 6 6 3 2 

   Annual  Annual Annual    
  Revenue Revenue Revenue  
   Less Than Between At Least Publicly Privately 
 All $1 Billion $1-9.9 Billion $10 Billion Owned Held

Headquarters 
 76% 84% 81% 62% 73% 75%

Shared services or centralized processing center 
 10 7 6 17 7 14

Manufacturing, operating, or business unit  
 14 9 13 21 21 12

Figure 29: Business Entity Role
(Percentage Distribution of Organizations)

Figure 28: Ownership Type
(Percentage Distribution of Organizations)
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Figure 31: Region
(Percentage Distribution of Organizations)

U.S. and Canada 73%

Europe 10

Asia Pacific 9

Middle East and Africa 7

South and Central America 2

   Annual  Annual Annual    
  Revenue Revenue Revenue  
   Less Than Between At Least Publicly Privately 
 All $1 Billion $1-9.9 Billion $10 Billion Owned Held

No corporate parent/independently owned facility 
 12% – – – 4% 16%

Less than $100 M 
 14 34 – – 3 21

$100 million to $500 million  
 18 43 – – 13 20

$500 million to $1 billion  
 10 23 – – 9 11

$1 billion to $5 billion  
 20 – 74 – 30 15

$5 billion to $10 billion  
 7 – 26 – 13 4

More than $10 billion  19 – – 100 29 14

Figure 32: Industry
(Percentage Distribution of Organizations)

Business services/Consulting 12%

Manufacturing 12

Software/Technology 12

Banking/Financial services 10

Pharmaceutical/Chemical 7

Energy (including utilities) 6

Health services 6

Non-profit 6

Transportation 6

Retail (including wholesale/distribution) 5

Entertainment 4

Telecommunications/Media 4

Education 3

Insurance 3

Government 2

Hospitality/Travel 2

Construction 1

Real Estate 1

Figure 30: Annual Revenue (USD)
(Percentage Distribution of Organizations)
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APPENDIX I
Costs/FTEs
Percentage Allocation for the “Perform Planning, Budgeting and 
Forecasting” Process
Based on mean distribution, 92 percent of the total annual cost for the “perform, planning, 

budgeting and forecasting” process is spent on internal costs and 19 percent on external costs. 

Figure 33: Annual Internal Cost Percentage

 Mean Top Performer Typical Performer (Median) Lesser Performer

 92% 90% 100% 100%

Figure 34: Annual External Cost Percentage

 Mean Top Performer Typical Performer(Median) Lesser Performer
 
 19% 5% 10% 25%

Percentage Allocation for the “Perform Planning, Budgeting and 
Forecasting” Across the Following Cost Categories
A large majority of costs is being spent on personnel (compensation and benefits) and the 

remaining costs are being allocated almost evenly between systems and overhead costs. 

Figure 35: Personnel Cost Percentage

 Mean Top Performer Typical Performer (Median) Lesser Performer

 78% 70% 80% 90%

Figure 36: Systems Cost Percentage

 Mean Top Performer Typical Performer (Median) Lesser Performer

 13% 20% 10% 5%

Figure 37: Overhead and Other Costs Percentage

 Mean Top Performer Typical Performer (Median) Lesser Performer

 14% 5% 10% 20%

 The average number of FTEs employed in the planning/budgeting/forecasting FTEs is 16.13. The 

preparation of periodic budgets and plans and periodic forecasts each requires on average six to 

seven FTEs.  An average of three FTE employees is involved in management activities, and nearly 

two in maintaining budget policies and procedures. 

Figure 38: Total Number of Planning/Budgeting/Forecasting FTEs

 Mean Top Performer Typical Performer (Median) Lesser Performer

 16.13 2 5 11
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Figure 39: Management Activities (FTEs)

 Mean Top Performer Typical Performer (Median) Lesser Performer

 3.2 0.5 1 3

Figure 40: Develop and Maintain Budget Policies and Procedures (FTEs)

 Mean Top Performer Typical Performer (Median) Lesser Performer

 1.86 0.1 0.5 2

Figure 41: Prepare Periodic Budgets and Plans (FTEs)

 Mean Top Performer Typical Performer (Median) Lesser Performer

 6.87 0.5 2 4.03

Figure 42: Prepare Periodic Forecasts (FTEs)

 Mean Top Performer Typical Performer (Median) Lesser Performer

 6.48 0.5 1.0 3.58

Percentage of Total Planning/Budgeting/Forecasting Employees that Left 
Voluntarily/Involuntarily During the Past Two Years 
Survey respondents were asked about the percentages of employees that left their organizations 

either voluntarily or involuntarily (i.e., permanent layoff, redundancy, termination for cause) during 

the past two years.  Thirty-five percent of departures were voluntary and 23 percent involuntary. 

Figure 43: Percentage of Voluntary Departures

 Mean Top Performer Typical Performer (Median) Lesser Performer

 35% 10% 22% 50%

Figure 44: Percentage Involuntary Departures

 Mean Top Performer Typical Performer (Median) Lesser Performer

 23% 5% 14% 30%
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FTE Days Spent on Following Activities in the “Perform Planning/Budgeting/
Forecasting” Process 
An FTE day is defined as one person working eight hours.  Two FTE days = one person working 

16 hours or two persons working eight hours each. 

On average, over 1,080 FTE days are spent on collecting and manipulating budget data, 735 on 

budgeting controllable expenses and 616 on budgeting uncontrollable expenses. 

Figure 45: Budgeting Controllable Expenses (FTE Days)

 Mean Top Performer Typical Performer (Median) Lesser Performer

 735 3 20 150

Figure 46: Budgeting Uncontrollable Expenses (FTE Days)

 Mean Top Performer Typical Performer (Median) Lesser Performer

 616 1 6 50

Figure 47: Collecting and Manipulating Budget Data (FTE Days)

 Mean Top Performer Typical Performer (Median) Lesser Performer

 1,080 3 25 150
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APPENDIX II
Figure 48: Total Revenue per Business Entity Employee 

 Top Typical Lesser
 Performers Performers (Median) Performers

All

All $613,959  $293,648  $155,356 

US and Canada $754,023  $305,186  $171,884

Industry

Business services/Consulting $292,847  $171,938  $ 63,750
 
Manufacturing $1,363,636  $611,592  $240,053
 
Software/Technology $420,249  $199,207  $124,876
 
Banking/Financial Services $791,369  $361,640  $254,937
 
Pharmaceutical/Chemical $1,000,000  $464,681  $260,735
 
Energy (including utilities) $2,071,429  $594,177  $270,747
 
Health services $916,667  $312,500  $107,363
 
Non-profit $588,488  $166,073  $125,089
 
Transportation $412,863  $317,229  $179,135 

Retail (including wholesale/distribution) $1,059,274  $285,038  $142,492 

Revenue

Annual Revenue Less than $100 Million $295,056  $162,252  $116,223 

$100 Million to 500 Million USD $513,380  $277,778  $163,138 

$500 Million to $1 Billion USD $1,600,196  $457,550  $198,347 

$1 Billion to $5 Billion USD $1,276,482  $407,814  $208,508
 
$5 Billion to $10 Billion USD $1,063,426  $437,099  $171,677
 
More than $10 Billion USD $746,580  $396,081  $184,432 

Organization

Publicly Owned $765,136  $373,333  $185,000 

Privately Held $517,857  $265,693  $124,997 

Non-profit $702,128  $205,028  $142,837 

Government $994,491  $578,721  $161,649 
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Figure 49: Business Entities’ Cost of Continuing Operations 

 Top Typical Lesser
 Performers Performers (Median) Performers

All

All $250,000   $621,230  $2,000,000 

US and Canada $25,000   $800,000  $2,334,500 

Industry

Business services/Consulting $357,318   $825,000  $2,812,500 

Manufacturing $812,500  $1,709,760  $2,975,000 

Software/Technology $320,923   $571,230  $1,000,000 

Banking/Financial Services $164,648   $600,000  $1,650,000 

Pharmaceutical/Chemical $300,000   $600,000  $2,211,055
 
Energy (including utilities) $137,500   $500,000  $1,525,000 

Health services $212,500   $555,256  $4,875,000
 
Non-Profit $250,000   $429,000  $8,790,962 

Transportation $218,230  $1,500,000  $7,000,000 

Retail (including wholesale/distribution) $110,435   $300,000  $2,400,000 

Revenue

Annual Revenue Less than $100 Million $100,000  $200,000  $302,178
 
$100 Million to 500 Million USD $219,115  $500,000  $1,000,000
 
$500 Million to $1 Billion USD $400,000  $810,512  $1,750,000 

$1 Billion to $5 Billion USD $600,000  $1,621,918  $3,337,552 

$5 Billion to $10 Billion USD $562,500  $1,550,000  $8,100,000 

More than $10 Billion USD $872,500  $2,150,000  $5,575,000 

Organization

Publicly Owned $500,000  $1,500,000  $3,000,000 

Privately Held $200,000   $400,000  $1,000,000
 
Non-profit $156,250   $383,515  $1,362,500 

Government $245,172   $439,221  $2,943,854 
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Figure 50: Number of Employees for Planning/Budgeting Forecasting FTEs per $1 Billion Cost of Continuing Operations  

 Top Typical Lesser
 Performers Performers (Median) Performers

All

All 8.9 19.9 61.5

US and Canada 7.2 16.6 45.9

Industry

Business services/Consulting 16.9 36.4 73.9

Manufacturing 4.5 18.1 64.7

Software/Technology 9.3 18.8 67

Banking/Financial Services 14.3 25 57.9

Pharmaceutical/Chemical 1.6 6.7 26.1

Energy (including utilities) 1.5 12.3 22.2

Health services 6.6 20.7 94.1

Non-profit 9.1 28.8 120

Transportation 4.8 21 61.9

Retail (including wholesale/distribution) 1.9 9 –

Revenue

Annual Revenue Less than $100 Million 27.1 88.9 151.5

$100 Million to 500 Million USD 12.2 22.2 41.4

$500 Million to $1 Billion USD 10.1 12.8 33.5

$1 Billion to $5 Billion USD 5.8 12.7 27.8

$5 Billion to $10 Billion USD 1.4 13 42.9

More than $10 Billion USD 1.5 7.6 50

Organization

Publicly Owned 5.7 14.3 42.9

Privately Held 9.1 21.7 90.5

Non-profit 9.8 31.9 86

Government 18 33 48.6
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Figure 51: Personnel Cost Percentage (compensation and benefits) of the Perform Planning/Budgeting and Forecasting Process 

 Top Typical Lesser
 Performers Performers (Median) Performers

All

All 70% 80% 90%

US and Canada 70 85 94

Industry

Business services/Consulting 71 82 92

Manufacturing 70 83 94

Software/Technology 71 83 90

Banking/Financial Services 70 80 91

Pharmaceutical/Chemical 60 75 90

Energy (including utilities) 67 83 98

Health services 68 75 92

Non-profit 50 80 85

Transportation 67 90 94

Retail (including wholesale/distribution) 58 75 92

Revenue

Annual Revenue Less than $100 Million 68 90 100

$100 Million to 500 Million USD 71 88 98

$500 Million to $1 Billion USD 70 80 95

$1 Billion to $5 Billion USD 72 80 90

$5 Billion to $10 Billion USD 67 81 92

More than $10 Billion USD 56 80 90
 

Organization

Publicly Owned 70 80 90

Privately Held 70 82 93

Non-profit 58 80 98

Government 60 82 95
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Figure 52: System Cost Percentage (direct and/or allocated to the business entity) of the Perform Planning/Budgeting and Forecasting

 Top Typical Lesser
 Performers Performers (Median) Performers

All

All 20% 10% 5%

US and Canada 17 10 5

Industry

Business services/Consulting 15 10 5

Manufacturing 15 10 5

Software/Technology 10 8 5

Banking/Financial Services 18 10 9

Pharmaceutical/Chemical 23 5 5

Energy (including utilities) 25 10 5

Health services 20 15 6

Non-profit 25 20 11

Transportation 18 10 5

Retail (including wholesale/distribution) 33 25 5

Revenue

Annual Revenue Less than $100 Million 20 13 5

$100 Million to 500 Million USD 23 10 7

$500 Million to $1 Billion USD 20 10 3

$1 Billion to $5 Billion USD 15 10 5

$5 Billion to $10 Billion USD 18 10 5

More than $10 Billion USD 20 10 5

Organization

Publicly Owned 20 10 5

Privately Held 15 10 5

Non-profit 29 18 9

Government 15 10 10
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Figure 53: Overhead and Other Percentage of the Perform Planning/Budgeting and Forecasting 

 Top Typical Lesser
 Performers Performers (Median) Performers

All

All 20% 10% 5%

US and Canada 20 10 5

Industry

Business services/Consulting 20 13 5

Manufacturing 20 10 5

Software/Technology 25 10 5

Banking/Financial Services 21 13 5

Pharmaceutical/Chemical 28 10 5

Energy (including utilities) 21 10 5

Health services 25 10 10

Non-profit 25 20 5

Transportation 13 10 5

Retail (including wholesale/distribution) 20 10 5

Revenue

Annual Revenue Less than $100 Million 23 10 5

$100 Million to 500 Million USD 18 10 5

$500 Million to $1 Billion USD 20 10 5

$1 Billion to $5 Billion USD 19 10 5

$5 Billion to $10 Billion USD 24 10 5

More than $10 Billion USD 25 10 5

Organization

Publicly Owned 20 10 5

Privately Held 20 10 5

Non-profit 25 10 5

Government 33  10 5
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Figure 54: Number of FTEs for the Perform Planning/Budgeting

 Top Typical Lesser
 Performers Performers (Median) Performers

All

All 5.2 14.3 43.2

US and Canada 4.8 11.6 28.9

Industry

Business services/Consulting 11.4 24.5 71.7

Manufacturing 2.6 7.3 31

Software/Technology 7.5 13.3 61.7

Banking/Financial Services 9.5 13.7 44.4

Pharmaceutical/Chemical 1.6 4.5 18.7

Energy (including utilities) 1.2 10.1 21.8

Health services 5.2 11.1 83.4

Non-profit 9 16.3 71.4

Transportation 3.8 17.5 38.3

Retail (including wholesale/distribution) 1.3 6.2 85.4

Revenue

Annual Revenue Less than $100 Million 21.9 79.5 152.2

$100 Million to 500 Million USD 9.8 15 33.3

$500 Million to $1 Billion USD 6.9 10.6 16.7

$1 Billion to $5 Billion USD 4.9 8.9 20

$5 Billion to $10 Billion USD 1.1 3 17.5

More than $10 Billion USD 1.4 3.6 17

Organization

Publicly Owned 3.9 10.7 26.4

Privately Held 5.2 14.9 61.7

Non-profit 6.1 33.3 80

Government 11 29.7 39.2
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Figure 55: Cycle Time in Calendar Days (Including Weekends) to Complete the Annual Budget 

 Top Typical Lesser
 Performers Performers (Median) Performers

All

All 30 75 92.5

US and Canada 45 85 105

Industry

Business services/Consulting 22.5 45 85

Manufacturing 62.5 90 120

Software/Technology 40 90 120

Banking/Financial Services 30 60 86.3

Pharmaceutical/Chemical 54.5 90 95

Energy (including utilities) 30.8 90 152.3

Health services 15 45 70

Non-profit 16.3 67.5 141.3

Transportation 67.5 90 131.3

Retail (including wholesale/distribution) 37.5 75 116

Revenue

Annual Revenue Less than $100 Million 13.8 30 90

$100 Million to 500 Million USD 43 73 90

$500 Million to $1 Billion USD 77.5 90 120

$1 Billion to $5 Billion USD 45 70 114.5

$5 Billion to $10 Billion USD 56.3 90 120

More than $10 Billion USD 60 90 116

Organization

Publicly Owned 54.5 90 112.5

Privately Held 21 70 90

Non-profit 30 53 120

Government 30 90 210
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Figure 56: Cycle Time in Calendar Days (Including Weekends) to Prepare the Financial Forecast 

 Top Typical Lesser
 Performers Performers (Median) Performers

All

All 5 15 30

US and Canada 5 14 30

Industry

Business services/Consulting 6 20 30

Manufacturing 5.5 20 45

Software/Technology 2.5 9 30

Banking/Financial Services 5 14 30

Pharmaceutical/Chemical 8.5 14 29

Energy (including utilities) 13.5 22.5 30

Health services 2 5 30

Non-profit 2 12.5 52.5

Transportation 4.5 15 37.5

Retail (including wholesale/distribution) 3 10 45

Revenue

Annual Revenue Less than $100 Million 4 5 20

$100 Million to 500 Million USD 3 10 30

$500 Million to $1 Billion USD 5 15 32.5

$1 Billion to $5 Billion USD 10 20 30

$5 Billion to $10 Billion USD 11 20 28.8

More than $10 Billion USD 5 24 30

Organization

Publicly Owned 5 15 30

Privately Held 4.5 15 30

Non-profit 2.8 10 30

Government 10 20 30
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Figure 57: Cycle Time in Calendar Days (Including Weekends) to Update/Revise the Rolling Forecasts 

 Top Typical Lesser
 Performers Performers (Median) Performers

All

All 2 5 15

US and Canada 2 5 14

Industry

Business services/Consulting 1.5 6 20.5

Manufacturing 2 5 22.5

Software/Technology 1.7 7.5 10

Banking/Financial Services 1 5 10

Pharmaceutical/Chemical 2.2 5 9.5

Energy (including utilities) 2 3 14

Health services 1.25 7.5 21.7

Non-profit – 1 20

Transportation 1.5 10 41.3

Retail (including wholesale/distribution) 1 5 30

Revenue

Annual Revenue Less than $100 Million 1 5 15.7

$100 Million to 500 Million USD 1 5 15.7

$500 Million to $1 Billion USD 2 7.5 21

$1 Billion to $5 Billion USD 3 5 14

$5 Billion to $10 Billion USD 2 5 22

More than $10 Billion USD 5 10 15

Organization

Publicly Owned 3 7 15

Privately Held 1.7 5 10

Non-profit – 2 15

Government 2.2 12.5 30
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There’s no other certification like it.”

–    Jake Bailey, III, FP&A 
 VP and CFO
 Tana Exploration

Write your own story.
www.FPAcert.org

–  Stephanie Weiland, FP&A  
Financial Planning Manager  
Genoa Healthcare

“I was sought out because I had the certification, 
and I was given a promotion right away… The 
certification gives you a tag that you're an expert 
in the profession”

“Being certified has allowed me to look at my work through a 
different lens. The Certified Corporate FP&A Professional credential 
helps me be a better mentor to my team by teaching them as I 
learn, and by doing so, growing them professionally and preparing 
them for their next big thing.”

– Irena Barisic, FP&A  
Associate Vice President and Deputy Chief Financial Officer

 Brookings Institution

www.FPAcert.org



