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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Finance budgets continue to contract, even as pressure is rising to become more agile and responsive to the 

business. Hackett Group research finds that, unlike typical companies, some finance organizations spend less on 

customer-to-cash processes but offer a better user experience. Their distinguishing characteristics include:  

• They have automated more activities.

• They make better use of data and analytics, producing better guidance for management as a result.

• They establish end-to-end process ownership.

• They proactively address talent needs based on an understanding of the skills and traits required. 

Building a Top-Performing 
Customer-to-Cash Process  

HACKETT PERENNIALS  
SERIES 

CUSTOMER-TO-CASH

DOING MORE WITH LESS

Disruptive technologies, new business models, 
intensified competition and increased customer 
expectations are compelling finance organizations 
to transform how they deliver services to 
stakeholders. The challenge is to enhance process 
performance while managing cost. According to our 
annual Key Issues Study, finance functions have 
seen their budgets contract for the past several 
years, with more cuts expected in the coming year.  

According to our process taxonomy, customer-to-
cash consists of five elements: credit management, 
customer billing, cash application, collections 
management and dispute management (Fig. 1). 

By Nilly Essaides and Bryan DeGraw

Each has several sub-processes. To realize the 
greatest gains in efficiency and effectiveness, all these 
elements must be well-aligned. This is particularly 
important given that different parts of a company 
(including finance as well as front-office functions 
and shared-services teams) are jointly responsible 
for delivering parts of the overall customer-to-cash 
process. 

As a result, it’s critical that finance executives assign 
an end-to-end process owner who is responsible for 
policies, procedures and measurement. For example, 
credit policies developed in the finance function inform 
order-management activities performed by sales 
personnel. Using best-practice credit management 
approaches achieves little if they aren’t applied properly 
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during order management and subsequent parts of 
the customer-to-cash process. Instead, there will be 
downstream consequences. For example, collections 
will need more time to address delinquent accounts.

ACTION ITEM # 1: AUTOMATE
World-class finance organizations exhibit a higher 
level of customer-to-cash process automation. They 
outperform more typical organizations (i.e., the peer 
group) in metrics such as percentage of automated 
order entry, automated customer invoices and straight-
through processing of customer remittances. Recent 
benchmark research illustrates just how significant 
is the gap in automation levels between world-class 
and peer-group organizations. World-class finance 
functions:

• Automate the processing of 71% of orders received, 
compared to 25% for peers. As a result, they can 
process nearly twice as many orders per FTE. 

• Automate 75% of credit modeling and scoring, 
compared to just 16% for peers. Thus, they can 
complete credit reviews 50% faster, leading to 
improved customer experience. 

• Generate and distribute 58% of customer invoices 
electronically, compared to 50% for peers. 
Consequently, it takes them 50% less time to 
bill customers, leading to faster payment. Our 
benchmark research also found that average days 
delinquent in organizations with a high degree of 
invoice automation (i.e., over 75%) is half that of 
companies with low levels of invoice automation 
(i.e., 25% or less). 

Fig. 2 illustrates how greater automation affects cash 
application. Top-quartile finance functions with 95% 
or higher rate of electronic remittances spend $0.37 
per cash-application transaction, compared to $3.03, 

FIG. 1  End-to-end customer-to-cash process 

Source:  The Hackett Group
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FIG. 2   Impact of electronic cash remittance
on cash application: Cost per transaction

Source: The Hackett Group 
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The Hackett Group’s research has isolated 10 critical 
capabilities of a top-performing customer-to-cash 
process. These represent the most important 
best practices for driving enhanced efficiency 
and effectiveness, as well as a better experience 
for stakeholders. Collectively, these capabilities 
establish a useful target for organizations aiming to 
achieve world-class performance in finance.  

What customer-to-cash process excellence looks like

Characteristics of a top-performing customer-to-cash process

1 Credit policy

Provide framework for the end-to-
end process including roles and 
responsibilities across the C2C 
process.

2 Master data

Improve master data management 
to ensure accurate and timely 
billing and create a basis for BI and 
analytics.

3
Standard 
payment terms 
and controls

Define payment terms; control non-
standard payments terms through 
approval process.

4
Dynamic credit 
management

Defined inputs, outputs and 
strategies; initiate reviews by 
exception.

5
Electronic 
invoicing

Eliminate manual billing triggers to 
reduce time to invoice.

6

Segmentation 
to support 
collection 
strategies

Define segmentation based on risk 
and value and drive  
collections based on segmentation.

7 Proactivity

Ensure key customers are receiving 
routine customer  
service calls, so issues can be 
addressed early in the process.

8
Technology 
leverage

Drive digital engagement, process 
efficiencies and an 
exceptional customer experience.

9
Effective 
dispute 
management

Log disputes in a central repository, 
underpin workflow by resolution 
matrix.

10
Performance 
measurement

Align performance measurement 
framework with objectives and 
targets.

Source:  The Hackett Group
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when electronic remittance occurs in under 25% of 
transactions. Furthermore, top-quartile organizations 
with high (>95%) use of electronic remittance enjoy 
a 76% cost advantage over the median company 
with the same degree of electronic remittance. This 
example illustrates the vast potential to accelerate 
improvements by increasing process automation. 

ACTION ITEM # 2: LEVERAGE ANALYTICS AND 
DATA MANAGEMENT
To meet elevated performance demands, senior 
management expects better insight so it can make faster, 
smarter decisions about resource allocation. Sophisticated 
analytics are also critical for anticipating and responding 
to customer expectations. Not surprisingly, the finance 
function’s top priority this year is supporting enterprise 
information/analytics needs (Fig. 3).

In addition to supporting enterprise information 
needs, data and analytics play a central role in driving 
customer-to-cash process excellence. For example, 
using sophisticated analytics tools that are fed by 
big data, finance can improve the credit-evaluation 
process by combining internal customer payment 
history with external data such as industry performance 
and credit ratings. For example, finance can make 
collection activities more effective with more accurate 
identification of at-risk and critical accounts, using 

sophisticated analytics tools and machine learning 
algorithms that are fed by big data. Advanced analytics 
also enables finance to refine customer segmentation 
for the purpose of applying credit and collection policies.

By applying process analytics, customer-to-cash 
executives can integrate data from different source 
systems and identify patterns such as increases in 
delinquent payments or decreases in timeliness of 
billing, so they can proactively address the issue. 

Our research has shown that finance’s adoption 
of advanced analytics tools – big data analytics, 
artificial intelligence and machine learning – will grow 
substantially during the next two to three years. More 
than 80% of finance executives surveyed expect to use 
advanced analytics tools on either a mainstream (i.e., 
used broadly across the enterprise) or limited basis 
within that time frame. 
 
ACTION ITEM #3: ESTABLISH END-TO-END 
PROCESS OWNERSHIP
An end-to-end process view drives complexity out of 
the customer-to-cash process. Because the process 
involves so many different activities, without a holistic 
view and greater accountability it’s very difficult 
to identify bottlenecks and sources of inefficiency 
that affect cost, quality and service. It is imperative 
that finance leaders assign a single process owner 
to ensure comprehensive insight into process 
performance. End-to-end process ownership also 
permits more collaboration among sub-process owners 
so that the handoffs between different elements of 
the process – for example, credit management and 
customer billing – are seamless.

Our research found a correlation between end-to-end 
process ownership and process performance. For 
example, finance organizations with formal, end-to-
end customer-to-cash process ownership have a 55% 
lower process cost (labor plus outsourcing) than the 
peer group (Fig. 4). In particular, customer billing cost 
is 75% lower than the average, dispute management 
is 64% lower, and collections is 58% lower. 

FIG. 3   Finance priorities as they relate to enterprise
objectives

Source: Key Issues Study, The Hackett Group 
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The impact of end-to-end process ownership goes 
beyond cost. Finance organizations with a high degree 
of end-to-end process ownership are 25% more likely 
to collect credit sales on time, compared to those with 
a low degree of process ownership. They also have 
78% fewer invoices that require corrections. Plus, the 
streamlined process allows them to spend 27% less 
time collecting and compiling data, freeing up staff to 
work on more knowledge-based activities (Fig. 5).

FIG. 4   Impact of end-to-end process design on process cost and staffing

Source: The Hackett Group
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FIG. 5   Effectiveness metrics, by extent of end-to-end
process ownership

Source: The Hackett Group 
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ACTION ITEM #4: IMPROVE FINANCE TALENT 
SKILLS

According to our 2018 Key Issues Study, access to 
talent is one of the top three business risks that 
companies face today. As the finance function’s role 
changes, so does its talent profile. The combination 
of digital transformation, decreased emphasis on 
transaction/administrative work, and greater focus on 
working closely with business partners is elevating the 
importance of skills such as analytics, technology and 
communication. Yet finance, which reports large gaps 
in several critical skill sets, is not ready for this new 
challenge. 

CONCLUSION: TECHNOLOGY MATURITY SELF-
ASSESSMENT
No single path leads to the creation of a top-
performing customer-to-cash process. Finance 
executives must pursue several strategies 
simultaneously, e.g., end-to-end process ownership, 
leveraging analytics and upskilling talent. The 
degree and breadth of process automation has a 
dramatic impact on the efficiency and effectiveness 
of the process. The maturity model on the next 
page illustrates the four levels of technology 
maturity within the customer-to-cash process and 
the characteristics of each (Fig. 6). It can help 
customer-to-cash process owners assess their own 
organization’s technology maturity and identify what 
steps they need to take to move to the next level. 
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FIG. 6   Customer-to-cash technology maturity model

Source: The Hackett Group
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The Hackett Group (NASDAQ: HCKT) is an intellectual property-based strategic consultancy and leading enterprise 

benchmarking and best practices digital transformation firm to global companies, offering digital transformation 

including robotic process automation and enterprise cloud application implementation. Services include business 

transformation, enterprise analytics, working capital management and global business services. The Hackett Group 

also provides dedicated expertise in business strategy, operations, finance, human capital management, strategic 

sourcing, procurement and information technology, including its award-winning Oracle and SAP practices.

The Hackett Group has completed more than 16,500 benchmarking studies with major corporations and  government 

agencies, including 93% of the Dow Jones Industrials, 89% of the Fortune 100, 83% of the DAX 30 and 57% of 

the FTSE 100. These studies drive its Best Practice Intelligence Center™, which includes the firm’s benchmarking 

metrics, best practices repository and best practice configuration guides and process flows, which enable our 

clients and partners to achieve world-class performance.
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