
What keeps CFOs awake at night?

DIGIATA

  
2020 Finance Operations Research Report 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Automation, as part of a digitalisation 
strategy, is no longer a nice-to-have, or 
“something we’ll take a look into when 
we get a moment”. It’s a critical part 
of any finance operation as the team 
juggles multiple balls of compliance, risk 
management, efficiency, customer service 
and scaling. 

But automation is not like giving your office 
a new coat of paint. You don’t schedule 
it in, complete the task, and then sit back 
for the next 5 to 10 years, returning to 
business as usual. Instead it’s an ongoing, 
iterative process, where learnings from 
early automation projects provide insight 
and guidance to subsequent decisions. 

With industry leaders already well on their 
way along their automation journeys, 
this report taps into their experience and 
insight to examine the value automation 
has brought to their finance operations. It 
also explores which manual processes are 
next in line to be automated.

Overwhelmingly, the takeaway is 
that finance operations should 
continue automating manual 
processes to reduce risk, and 
increase efficiencies.
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INTRODUCTION 
At the start of 2020, we surveyed a selection 
of financial service industry thought leaders, 
including CFOs, finance directors, managers 
and specialists, to gain insight into their 
thinking around finance processes and 
automation.

Specifically, we wanted to better understand 
today’s business challenges around finance 
and finance operations. 

It’s important to note that these aren’t tech-
laggards, rather they are well on their way 
on their digital transformation journey, and 
these insights are as a result of what they 
have learnt so far.

The questions we asked covered:

    What are you finding most 
challenging or risky today?

    What are your focus areas for the 
next 12 months?

    What is keeping you awake at night?

Our main finding was that the automation  
of manual processes was the key area for  
improvement in our respondents’ financial 
operations functions. 

Further, our thought leaders identified financial 
payments and cash reconciliations as two areas 
where maximum, immediate value could be 
achieved through enhanced automation. 

Please note: The research portion was completed 
before the full impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 
had been realised. No doubt this is taking up a lot 
of brain space for financial leaders today, however 
we believe that these underlying, core finance 
challenges remain, and indeed may even be 
heightened in the context of the pandemic. 

For instance, we asked thought leaders where they 
would feel the most impact if two or three people in 
their team were to leave. This might have seemed 
hypothetical at the time, but today is a stark reality. 
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Which activity does your team spend most of its time on every day?
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General ledger 
processing

The primary challenge facing our 
finance operations thought leaders 
is the need to automate manual 
processes and manage high risk 
processes. 

This was the number one area 
of improvement for business 
processes or operations, with 
85% of respondents identifying 
automation of manual processes. 
This concern came up again as 
one of the top finance issues or 

Our thought leaders’ teams are 
spending most of their time on 
banking payment and collection 
processing (40% of respondents) 
and cash reconciliation (27% of 
respondents). (See DIAGRAM 1)

Unsurprisingly, this echoes the 
functions most affected if teams 
are reduced in size by two or three 
people, with banking payment and 
collection processing at 33%, and 
cash reconciliation at 27%.  
(See DIAGRAM 2)

risks that are keeping the thought 
leaders awake at night: 72% said 
many manual processes, and 22% 
said high risk processes were of 
most concern.

With manual processes identified 
as a key challenge, we drilled into 
more detail about where teams 
are spending their time, and where 
managers would feel the impact 
most if teams were to shrink. 

Finance operations 
should continue 
automating manual 
processes to reduce 
risk, and increase 
efficiencies.

DIAGRAM 1

What’s keeping CFOs awake at night?
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Where would you feel the pinch most if 2 or 3 people in your 
team left?

Which of these legislative or regulatory changes will impact your 
operational processes the most? 
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Further insights from the 
survey included a review of 
which legislative and regulatory 
changes were set to have the 
most impact on operational 
processes. Here, changes 
to the Common Monetary 
Area (CMA) legislation (33%), 
financial crimes compliance 
(27%) and tax reporting 
requirements (20%) ranked 
highest amongst our thought 
leaders. (See DIAGRAM 3)

Here again, the number one 
impact, changes to CMA 
legislation, involves cash 
management, echoing the 
fundamental challenges 
highlighted above. 

All these impacts also point to 
a situation where extra steps 
are added, or slight tweaks 
made, to existing processes. 
This is an opportunity for 
finance operations to start 
introducing more straight-
through-processing (STP) into 
their business.

Finally, looking to the future, 
the top three roadmap items 
on our thought leaders’ 
horizons are:

   Improve efficiency
   New platform migration
    Improve system 

interoperability 

And more specifically the top 
three features most required 
by our thought leaders are:

   Improved reconciliation
   Improved automation
     Improved system 

integration

You can see the full list of 

roadmap items in the word 
cloud on p7.
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DIAGRAM 2

DIAGRAM 3
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This delivers a host of additional value to the 
organisation, in addition to freeing up people’s time. 
Not only does intelligent automation derisk financial 
operations, it improves finance operation’s efficiency 
thanks to greater speed, accuracy and consistency. 

For instance, take banking, cash reconciliations and 
unallocated client monies: these are tasks identified 
as taking up a lot of time for teams. And they are also 
processes that can be largely automated, allowing 
finance specialists to focus on more valuable work. 

Exactly the same thinking can be applied to the 
financial payments function.

Analysis
The processes most at risk in the 
case of people moving on or not 
being available are largely able to be 
automated.
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Payments take place every day, they involve 
transposing data from several business systems to 
several banking systems. And they are repetitive, 
prone to error but time-sensitive and critical tasks.

Mistakes, omissions and duplications, for instance, 
carry a huge reputational and financial risk for 
companies. Again, automation of this function offers 
organisations several layers of value:

    Automated processes are faster and more 
efficient.

    Automation reduces risks with fewer mistakes, 
it runs every time on time, with multiple controls 
and validations consistently applied.

    It frees up people to do more focused, 
strategic tasks. 

    It allows the business to scale with growth, 
enabling an increase in transactions and 
customers.

    People can spend their time dealing with and 
resolving exceptions, making it more likely 
they will spot errors and fraud. Ultimately 
this improves customer satisfaction, reduces 
financial and reputational risk, and 
increases compliance.

Find out how we can automate the risk out of  
the financial payments function – get in touch.



VALUE:  AUTOMATED FINANCE OPERATIONSBy automating some finance operations tasks, 
as well as introducing and automating consistent 
sign off, integrity checks and controls, finance 
teams’ output will always be more compliant, 
every time, all the time and in less time. 

NAVIGATING PEAKS AND TROUGHS 
Another win from automating the finance 
processes mentioned by our thought leaders is 
that companies with higher levels of automation 
manage the cyclical nature of finance operations 
better. Finance teams typically work flat out at 
certain times of a day, a month and year.

Automation allows finance operations to easily 
scale around these busy periods or growth in 
the business, without sacrificing performance, 
compliance and customer service levels.

Time freed up: organisations can  
do more with the same team.

Pay more attention to exceptions  
for better customer service and 
fraud protection.

Automate controls and increase 
compliance.

Effortless scale up during busy  
cycles.

Remove risk from critical processes.

Human beings have many remarkable qualities, but thanks to our imaginations, 
creativity and, frankly, low boredom threshold, we don’t always excel at 
consistency. Especially when the task is boring and repetitive.  
The machines will always beat us at this. 
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WHAT BIG CHANGES OR ROADMAP ITEMS 
ARE ON YOUR HORIZON? 

new workflow implementation for finance processes

improve efficiency
new platform migration

improve system interoperability

automate bank 
payment & collection 

processing
automate compliance checks

automate GL reporting

automate  
invoice processing

automate reporting

automated bank account verification

business mergers
cloud migration

customer purpose insight

improve asset & liability recon

improve bank payment & collection 
processing – ISO20022

improve bank payment  
& collection processing - debicheck

new customer deposit channels  
- credit card & mobile money

new product launch

new workflow implementation  
for accounts payable

SARB reporting

CONCLUSION
As mentioned, the thought leaders who 
contributed to this research are not 
lagging behind the technology curve. 
Quite the opposite, they are well into their 
digitalisation journey. This means they 
can see the benefit of the automation, 
and other work they have already done, 
and are using this experience to plot the 
journey forward. Based on their learnings, 
it is clear that hot button manual 
processes to tackle are those involving 
financial payments and reconciliations, 
which could be a good place for others to 
pay attention to, as well.

More about the survey and sample
We used a digital survey to get input from 
thought leaders across the South African, 
southern African and UK financial services 
landscape. Job titles included CFO, 
finance director, head of finance, finance 
manager and finance specialist, with 
respondents’ primary focus ranging from 
finance operations, to shared services 
operations, to cash management, control 
and reporting, and corporate finance. 
Half the respondents have more than 20 
people in their finance team. Company 
types included investment management, 
fund services, life and pensions, fashion 
retail, cryptocurrency and retail financial 
services. Respondents included both 
clients and non-clients of Digiata.

  07



www.digiata.com

Cape Town: +27 (0)21 481 3260 | 15th floor, The Terraces,  
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DIGIATA IS A BUSINESS SOFTWARE 
specialist focussing on financial services 
organisations. We offer services across 
process automation, reconciliations, payments 
processing, integration and automation, data 
migration and software development. 

We work with mission-critical, high-volume 
transaction platforms and systems for some of 
the leading banks and investment managers 
across sub-Saharan Africa and the UK, 
combining our market-leading software with 
industry innovation to solve specific business 
challenges for our clients. 

We bring a triple-play of innovation, 
consultation and implementation to automate 
and optimise your critical financial processes. 
With us, you get the best of both worlds: 
the perfect balance between a solution 
customised to your back office challenges 
and environment, plus the speed of 
implementation and agility of a team of experts 
who have a powerful toolset to draw on.

is to make businesses run better. 
Reduce risk, create efficiencies,  

allowing businesses to scale.

Digiata’s mission
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