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Executive Summary 
Research Benchmark 

Aberdeen’s Research 
Benchmarks provide an  
in-depth and comprehensive 
look into process, procedure, 
methodologies, and 
technologies with best practice 
identification and actionable 
recommendations 

Whether an organization is setting goals for revenue growth or internal 
operational improvements, its ability to effectively plan, strategize, execute, 
and validate are essential in achieving these goals. It is said that the actions 
taken to achieve goals are only as good as the decisions made, and that 
decisions are only as good as the information used to make them. By 
providing clear visibility into financial and operational performance 
information, financial executives can quickly identify variables that attribute 
to failed objectives or performance deficiencies, as well as factors that 
enable success. This report, based on 114 survey responses, provides 
guidance to financial executives and managers on implementing effective 
business performance management and the corresponding capabilities and 
enabling technologies that help improve financial and operational control. 

Best-in-Class Performance 
Aberdeen used the following three key performance criteria to distinguish 
Best-in-Class companies: 

• 93% of internal financial reports were 100% accurate in the last 12 
months as opposed to 84% for all others 

• 99% accuracy of financial budgeting as opposed to 94% for all others 

• 23% decrease in time-to-decision over the past year as opposed to 
2% for all others 

Competitive Maturity Assessment 
Survey results show that the firms enjoying Best-in-Class performance 
shared several common characteristics, including: 

• Providing performance management tools to 87% of finance 
executives 

• The ability to update financial plans every month, 63% of the time 

• An average profit margin of 17% in the last fiscal year 

Required Actions 
In addition to the specific recommendations in Chapter Three of this 
report, to achieve Best-in-Class performance, companies must: 

• Establish Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) that align with, and 
support, corporate strategy and objectives 

• Ensure that a process exists for making individuals accountable for 
specific KPIs 

• Provide a central repository of financial performance information so 
that all executives and managers share a "single version of the truth" 

www.aberdeen.com Fax: 617 723 7897 
This document is the result of primary research performed by Aberdeen Group. Aberdeen Group's methodologies provide for objective fact-based research and 
represent the best analysis available at the time of publication. Unless otherwise noted, the entire contents of this publication are copyrighted by Aberdeen Group, Inc. 
and may not be reproduced, distributed, archived, or transmitted in any form or by any means without prior written consent by Aberdeen Group, Inc. 
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Chapter One:  
Benchmarking the Best-in-Class 

Business Context 
Fast Facts 

√ In Best-in-Class companies, 
95% of financial filings in the 
last 12 months were 
completed within the 
required time, as opposed to 
91% in all others 

√ The bottom 30% of 
companies in performance 
are over twice as likely to 
have an annual planning 
processes that takes more 
than three months 

 

The practice of performance management enables organizations to align 
operational business activity with strategic objectives and goals. Correctly 
executed, this requires gathering, tracking, analyzing and acting upon 
management information that may change multiple times throughout the 
business day or week. In a recovering economy where organizations are still 
struggling to meet business objectives with lower budgets and fewer 
resources, the concepts of setting the right goals, measuring progress 
against these goals, and improving future performance towards these goals 
can become more disconnected and less formalized. And yet, this 
performance management research shows that survey respondents remain 
intent on squeezing out further productivity gains (Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Leading Pressures Driving Performance Management 
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Note: survey respondents were asked to choose two top pressures 
Source: Aberdeen Group, June 2011 

What finance executives should realize, in the midst of an intensely 
competitive environment, is that the lack of performance-driven decisions 
could send an organization into a downward spiral in terms of planning, 
execution, and outcome. Organizations are facing three pressures that are 
difficult to reconcile - growing productivity, reducing operational costs and 
speeding decision making. However, this Aberdeen research will show that 
a data-driven approach to performance management can deliver against all 
three objectives. 

www.aberdeen.com Fax: 617 723 7897 
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The Maturity Class Framework 
Aberdeen used three key performance criteria to distinguish the Best-in-
Class from Industry Average and Laggard organizations (Table 1). The 
choice of metrics was based on indicators that measure performance in the 
quality, accuracy and timeliness of financial reporting and budgeting. Since 
every wasted second that goes by before an informed decision is made 
could lead to potential losses, improvement in time-to-decision was 
included as a third measure of business performance. 

Note that financial budget accuracy reflects the ratio of actual costs to 
budgeted costs, with 100% accuracy as the ideal. A budget which is 100% 
accurate is reflective of either an accurate prediction of costs, good controls 
in place to manage against budget, or both. The improved accuracy of 
information and timeliness of decision making is leading to increased 
benefits for Best-in-Class companies. 

Table 1: Top Performers Earn Best-in-Class Status 

Definition of 
Maturity Class Mean Class Performance 

Best-in-Class:  
Top 20%

of aggregate 
performance scorers 

 93% of internal financial reports within the last 12 
months were 100% accurate 
 99% accuracy of financial budgeting 
 23% decrease in time-to-decision over the past year 

Industry Average:  
Middle 50%  
of aggregate  

performance scorers 

 89% of internal financial reports within the last 12 
months were 100% accurate 
 94% accuracy of financial budgeting 
 2% decrease in time-to-decision over the past year 

Laggard:  
Bottom 30%  
of aggregate 

performance scorers 

 70% of internal financial reports within the last 12 
months were 100% accurate 
 93% accuracy of financial budgeting 
 1% decrease in time-to-decision over the past year 

Source: Aberdeen Group, June 2011 

The Best-in-Class PACE Model 
To improve business performance and make effective performance-driven 
decisions, organizations must blend a combination of strategic actions, 
capabilities, and enabling technologies to: 

• Improve cross-department collaboration 

• Reduce decision-cycle time 

• Standardize processes for accessing performance management data 

• Automate the generation of standard financial reports 

• Introduce a standard process for establishing accountability for all 
KPIs 
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Table 2: The Best-in-Class PACE Framework 

Pressures Actions Capabilities Enablers 
 Mandate to improve 
organizational 
productivity 

 Improve visibility 
into business 
performance data 
and information 
 Improve cross-
department 
collaboration by 
breaking down 
information silos 

 Automated generation of standard 
financial reports 
 Standardized cross-functional 
collaboration to achieve corporate 
objectives 
 Establishment of performance-driven 
culture to drive accountability 
 Financial transactions are tracked and 
updated in real-time 
 Key performance indicators aligned to 
corporate initiatives 

 Reporting tools 
 Predictive Analytics 
 Financial Planning, 
Budgeting, and Forecasting 
Tools 

Source: Aberdeen Group, June 2011 

Best-in-Class Strategies 
Most organizations recognize that improvements in productivity and 
judicious cost reductions can only be brought about by analysis of 
performance data (Figure 2).  

Figure 2: Leading Strategic Actions 
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"We have had great success in 
developing budges and forecast 
with our solution. Also, it 
allowed a robust sales forecast 
process to drive better 
customer fill rates." 

~ CFO, Midsize Consumer 
durable goods company 

 

Note: survey respondents were asked to choose two top actions 
Source: Aberdeen Group, June 2011 

By collecting, collating and reviewing performance data on a regular basis, 
executives are able to gain deep and ongoing insight into performance both 
within business units and across the corporation as a whole. Executives 
need visibility into accurate data, refreshed and updated at an appropriate 

www.aberdeen.com Fax: 617 723 7897 
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rate, in order to accurately judge current performance and take action 
where necessary. Fortunately, the majority of survey respondents 
acknowledge this need. 

Organizations from all maturity classes (Best-in-Class, Industry Average and 
Laggards) give roughly similar urgency to promoting cross departmental 
collaboration and ensuring that performance data is provided to as many 
executives and managers as makes sense. However, there are significant 
differences in the approach taken to planning when Best-in-Class 
organizations are compared to all others (the combination of Industry 
Average and Laggard companies).  

Over twice as many Best-in-Class enterprises are adopting a flexible and 
agile approach to planning - 42% compared to 19% for all others. A flexible 
approach to planning can provide a number of benefits. Most notably, 
increasing the agility of the planning process can allow plans to be revised 
more frequently. It may also allow a component of a larger corporate plan - 
such as a departmental plan - to be revised without an extensive manual 
overhaul of the corporate plan. This can help to put business performance 
back on track when actual performance is not meeting expectations. 
Likewise, it allows plans to be revised rapidly when new opportunities arise. 

Aberdeen Insights — Strategy 

Every quarter, the Aberdeen Group conducts a comprehensive and wide 
ranging survey of the overall business environment, investment trends 
and performance forecasts called the Aberdeen Business Review. The Q1 
2011 Aberdeen Business Review found that economic conditions and 
market volatility are two of the four top ranking challenges facing all 
businesses. In an increasingly volatile economy, external factors that 
influence business performance are constantly changing. Executives are 
finding that their plans and forecasts become increasingly inaccurate as 
the time since those plans were made lengthens. As noted earlier, Best-
in-Class organizations are more than twice as likely as all others to be 
pursuing a more flexible approach to planning. In addition to this strategy, 
Best-in-Class organizations update their financial plans more frequently 
than other organizations (Figure 3). By revising plans on a monthly basis, 
the Best-in-Class are attempting to devise the most accurate, up to date, 
and realistic plans possible. Working with an unrealistic, outdated plan 
only hinders the business. It is important in today's constantly changing 
world to actively adjust plans and make the most out of every 
opportunity or fight any adverse events.  

continued 

 

 

 

http://www.aberdeen.com/aberdeen-library/7252/AI-aberdeen-business-review.aspx
http://www.aberdeen.com/aberdeen-library/7252/AI-aberdeen-business-review.aspx
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Aberdeen Insights — Strategy 

Figure 3: Frequency of Updates to Plans and Forecasts 
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Source: Aberdeen Group, June 2011 

It is notable that 27% of all other organizations are revising plans only 
every six months or less frequently, while only 8% of Best-in-Class 
businesses revise plans that infrequently. Of course, just revising plans 
doesn't guarantee that revised plans are executed. However, Best-in-
Class companies are more likely to ensure that plan changes are 
distributed to line managers rapidly. One third of the Best-in-Class (33%) 
are alerted of this change in one day or less, compared to just 17% of all 
others (Figure 4). This allows line managers to react to changing business 
conditions as quickly as possible and to get a step ahead of their 
competitors. 

continued 
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Aberdeen Insights — Strategy 

Figure 4: Time Delay in Propagating Change to Managers 
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In the next chapter, we will see what the top performers are doing to 
achieve these gains. 
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Chapter Two:  
Benchmarking Requirements for Success 

Fast Facts 

√ Time to decision in Best-in-
Class companies has 
decreased 23% over the past 
year as opposed to a 2% 
decrease for all others 

√ The operating profit margin 
in Best-in-Class companies in 
the most recent fiscal period 
was 17% as opposed to 14% 
for all others 

 

In a recovering economy where organizations are still struggling to meet 
business objectives with smaller budgets and fewer resources, the concept 
of setting the right goals, measuring progress against these goals and 
improving future performance towards these goals can become more 
disconnected and less formal on the financial executive’s agenda. What the 
executive should realize is that the lack of performance-driven decisions 
could send an organization into a downward spiral in terms of planning, 
execution, and outcome. Making effective use of performance management 
data involves a combination of strategic business capabilities and 
technologies. 

Case Study — The University of New South Wales 

The University of New South Wales (UNSW) is one of Australia’s 
leading teaching and research facilities. Established in 1949, the University 
offers more than 300 undergraduate and 600 graduate programs. With a 
main campus in Kensington, the University has almost 100 research, 
teaching program, and community centers. While the University is home 
to groundbreaking research in such fields as quantum computing, 
molecular engineering, photovoltaics, robotics, biomedical research, 
financial markets and design and interactive cinema, it is tasked with 
managing complex funding and budgets. 

As UNSW’s Management Information Systems Manager, Alister Cairns is 
finely in-tune with the difficulties that employees are faced with when 
trying to access the data that they need. As reporting requirements grew, 
the budgeting process was becoming increasingly difficult to manage. The 
University’s previous budgeting system consisted of very high level excel 
spreadsheets that were consolidated by one person. The budgeting 
process was time consuming and overwhelming for those staff members 
involved. Data collection, consolidation, and revision were manual 
processes resulting in errors. When there were discrepancies, it was 
impossible to identify their cause. Furthermore, as the University entered 
the new year, it was impossible to easily track the performance against 
the budget. There was “no depth, no way to see differences, no reporting 
mechanisms, and very little management reporting from a holistic (any 
level) University sense,” said Cairns. The spending controls that were in 
place were quite restrictive but human ingenuity conquered and 
employees would move money around to circumnavigate the controls. 
The University was trying to consolidate nine faculties and five major 
divisions with $1 billion in turnover, on one spreadsheet. The manager 
then responsible for the budget, saw that a systemized approach would 
be better. 

continued 
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Case Study — The University of New South Wales 

In 2006, The University implemented another solution which was a 
disaster. “Administration, user experience and data loads was all a 
nightmare,” according to Cairns. “After two budget cycles, we had had 
enough.” This is when UNSW decided to re-invest in a proper 
performance management solution. 

UNSW decided to re-invest in a proper performance management 
solution that was utilizing generic components. The benefits were almost 
immediate. The front end is very intuitive and users are self-sufficient. 
This led to “a cultural shift for the entire organization.” Managers are 
now able to do quarterly forecasts, allowing them to make more 
accurate plans. It has allowed for efficiencies in reporting to external 
bodies, since it is important for the university to track how the funding 
given to them is being spent. Managers can now locate the variance 
between budget and actual on a single line item. Reports are able to be 
retrieved immediately. Cairns states that the performance management 
system allows managers to, “Do high quality analysis very quickly, identify 
issues, and take immediate action.” A member of the research finance 
office told Cairns that, “The system has allowed us to reduce the time it 
takes to report from three months to two weeks.” Clearly, these 
benefits have allowed managers at UNSW to better perform their jobs. 
In fact, after the first budget cycle utilizing the new solution in 2008 when 
Cairns attended a budget review meeting, the finance users applauded his 
team for the efficiencies that UNSW’s performance management solution 
has awarded them. With this tool in hand, the University can spend 
money more wisely and plan more effectively for the future. 

Competitive Assessment 
Aberdeen Group analyzed the aggregated metrics of surveyed companies to 
determine whether their performance ranked as Best-in-Class, Industry 
Average, or Laggard. In addition to having common performance levels, each 
class also shared characteristics in five key categories: (1) process (the 
procedures adopted for constructing and managing the planning, budgeting 
and forecasting activities); (2) organization (corporate focus and 
collaboration among stakeholders); (3) knowledge management 
(contextualizing data and exposing it to key stakeholders); (4) technology 
(the selection of the appropriate tools and the effective deployment of 
those tools); and (5) performance management (the ability of the 
organization to measure its results in order to improve its business). These 
characteristics (identified in Table 3) serve as a guideline for best practices, 
and correlate directly with Best-in-Class performance across the key 
metrics. 
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Table 3: The Competitive Framework 

 Best-in-Class Average Laggards 
Automated generation of standard financial reports 

63% 58% 42% 

Standardized process for establishing accountability for all 
key performance indicators (KPIs) 

79% 47% 44% 

Standardized cross-functional collaboration to achieve 
corporate objectives 

Process 

70% 44% 44% 

Formal performance management methodology exists (e.g. 
balanced scorecards, Six Sigma, etc.) 

60% 40% 31% 

Establishment of performance-driven culture to drive 
accountability 

Organization 

63% 50% 41% 

Library of standardized metrics and KPIs 

63% 37% 34% 

Financial transactions are tracked and updated in real-time 

55% 45% 36% 

Ability to perform “what if” scenarios and change analysis 

Knowledge 

54% 38% 34% 

Performance Management technology currently in use: 

Technology 

 96% reporting 
tools 
 46% predictive 
analytics 
 96% financial 
planning, 
budgeting, and 
forecasting 
tools 

 93% reporting 
tools 
 24% predictive 
analytics 
 80% financial 
planning, 
budgeting, and 
forecasting 
tools 

 72% reporting 
tools 
 13% predictive 
analytics 
 77% financial 
planning, 
budgeting, and 
forecasting 
tools 

Key performance indicators aligned to corporate initiatives 

88% 53% 53% 

Role-based incentive program to drive performance to 
financial goals and KPIs 

57% 42% 41% 

External information can be integrated into performance 
management solution 

Performance 

42% 24% 22% 

Source: Aberdeen Group, June 2011 
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Capabilities and Enablers 
Based on the findings of the Competitive Framework and interviews with 
organizations using performance management techniques, Aberdeen’s 
analysis of how Best-in-Class companies differ in executing strategies related 
to the scope of process, organization, knowledge management, technology, 
and monitoring of performance management activities. By learning how 
these leading organizations execute strategies to produce business 
capabilities, other organizations can expect to improve their own business 
performance.  

Process 
Improving productivity is the overwhelming pressure faced by survey 
respondents. Standardizing processes and procedures is one of the most 
significant responses that Best-in-Class organizations have taken in order to 
drive operational efficiencies (Figure 5). Successful execution of corporate-
wide strategy necessitates collaboration and clear communication across 
departments and business units. For example, if a retailer has a promotional 
offer in June on a particular brand of sunscreen then sales could skyrocket - 
or sales could be dismal if the weather is too cold. Whatever the sales 
results, that information needs to be communicated far and wide. Not only 
does sales management need to know the impact on sales revenue, but 
warehouse operations and procurement functions need to know too. 
Without this close coordination, business performance is likely to be 
affected - overall sales may be lower than optimal if there is too little stock 
and stock-outs occur. Conversely, if the sun refuses to shine then the 
retailer may be left holding too much inventory which soaks up working 
capital. 

"The upsides of using 
performance management to 
involve and focus staff cannot 
be overstated." 

~ Executive, Small oil / gas 
company 

 

Figure 5: Standard Processes 
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Source: Aberdeen Group, June 2011 

Standardized procedures ensure that inter-departmental communication has 
a set of ground rules that produce the best possible outcome in most 
circumstances. Such procedures should also include a process to manage 

www.aberdeen.com Fax: 617 723 7897 
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exceptional events too. Of course, communication between functions with 
differing individual goals could be detrimental to the ultimate success of the 
company if not aligned with the goals and needs of the organization. To this 
end, Best-in-Class companies are 59% more likely than all others to 
promote standardized cross-functional collaboration to achieve corporate 
objectives. 

In order for an organization to run efficiently, especially in regards to 
performance management, further standards need to be enforced. The 
organization needs to know exactly which metrics are important in the 
overall scheme of the company's ultimate success. Once these KPIs are 
determined, it is important to establish which employees are responsible for 
the performance of these criteria. As discussed in Aberdeen's February 
2011 research Financial Planning, Budgeting, and Forecasting in the New 
Economy, when employees know exactly what they are accountable for, they 
are more likely to plan accordingly and achieve those goals. Best-in-Class 
companies are 72% more likely than all others to have a standardized 
process for establishing accountability for KPIs. Once KPIs have been 
defined and accountability established, a powerful feedback mechanism 
needs to be established. Managers who are accountable for individual KPIs 
will need access to performance information so that they can take 
corrective action as necessary. Improving visibility into business 
performance is the top strategic action for all survey respondents and can 
be achieved through the careful use of business intelligence capabilities. 

Lastly, over half of all respondents are automating the generation of 
standard financial reports. Sixty-three percent (63%) of the Best-in-Class are 
differentiating themselves in this way. Automated generation of routine 
reports means that decision makers are receiving the data that they need, 
when they need it, to make better decisions. By standardizing these reports, 
the most important metrics are always available and highlighted for these 
decision makers. Just as important, automatically generating these reports 
means that IT and business analyst skills can be put to much better use. 
These scarce skills can be used for more in-depth, strategic analysis of data 
and to produce exceptional or unusual reports as and when required by 
business managers. Automating the generation of standard reports removes 
this burden from the IT and analyst community. 

Organization 
An organization is more likely to succeed when its employees are held 
accountable for their actions. When employees are held accountable, they 
are going to work harder to achieve their goals because their compensation 
and / or job security are on the line. Since the ultimate performance of the 
organization is tied to the performance of its employees, 63% of the Best-in-
Class are establishing a performance-driven culture to drive accountability 
(Figure 6). This accountability leads to greater engagement, making 
participants in the process more active, educated, and enthusiastic. As noted 
earlier, this accountability must be fed by a supply of rich, timely, and 
regularly updated business performance data. Without such information, a 

"Our software implementation 
reduced our consolidation of 
global budgeting from hours to 
immediate roll up." 

~ Staff, Midsize retail company 
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performance driven culture is much more difficult to establish and nurture. 
This type of performance data can be provided by a business intelligence 
solution. Such a solution can be embedded within a strategy, planning, or 
budgeting tool – or may be a standalone reporting and dashboard tool. 

Figure 6: Organizational Initiatives 
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Source: Aberdeen Group, June 2011 

This cultural mindset starts at the top of the organization and is often 
communicated downward throughout the organization by implementing a 
formal performance management methodology. This methodology ensures 
that members of the organization are taking the proper, corporate 
mandated steps to carry out tasks and track and improve performance. The 
Best-in-Class are 70% more likely than all others to have a formal 
performance methodology in place whether it be balanced scorecard, Six 
Sigma, or any other methodology. Many proven, widely used methodologies 
exist and are well documented and supported. For most organizations, it 
would make perfect sense to adopt a proven technique instead of trying to 
invent something unique to fit their own organization. 

As a part of this performance-driven culture, 71% of Best-in-Class 
companies are empowering line managers to make budgeting and planning 
decisions. Functional managers naturally possess a more detailed and 
intimate knowledge of their part of the business. By providing these 
managers with detailed data on the performance of their business unit they 
are able to make informed decisions about the business. Gaining their direct 
involvement in planning and budgeting decisions can make the overarching 
corporate projections and plans more complete and more accurate. In 
addition, Aberdeen's prior research into business intelligence has shown 
that empowering more people in the organization with analytic data, and 
allowing them to act on that data leads to increased benefits. This capability 
ties in with the top action of providing management information to more 
executives and managers. The Best-in-Class are 51% more likely than all 
others to involve line managers in budgeting and planning decisions. 
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Knowledge Management 
Sharing knowledge across the organization ensures that everyone is working 
from the same data, standards are enforced, definitions are shared 
enterprise wide, and the organization is being run to the best of its ability. 
Having a library of standardized metrics and KPIs allows employees to know 
which key performance indicators are most important to the success of the 
organization and how they are measured. Equally important, a standardized 
library of metrics and KPI's ensures that performance is calibrated and 
measured consistently both within and across business units. Without 
agreed standards, different business units might measure KPIs in different 
ways. For example, business units might value inventory in different ways 
(LIFO, FIFO or weighed average), or could measure involuntary employee 
turnover using different data and algorithms. A mishmash of standards 
makes a true understanding of performance across the enterprise difficult, 
or impossible. A standardized library can alleviate this by providing 
consistency of measurement across the corporation. The Best-in-Class are 
75% more likely than all others to have a centralized library of standardized 
KPI metrics (Figure 7).  

Furthermore, it is important for employees to know the rules and 
regulations that their business is subject to. Sixty-five percent (65%) of the 
Best-in-Class have implemented a central repository of financial regulations 
and requirements. As a result, the Best-in-Class are more able to ensure 
financial reports comply to relevant standards, saving the company from 
regulatory fines, damaging publicity, and the cost of having to repeat work. 

 

Figure 7: Knowledge Management Capabilities 
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Source: Aberdeen Group, June 2011 

It is also important for financial executives to have the most up-to-date data. 
When working off of inaccurate data, decisions can be made that are not 
necessarily in the best interest of the business. Timely, accurate data leads 
to more timely and informed decisions. Fifty-five percent (55%) of the Best-
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in-Class track and update financial transactions in real time. Technology 
greatly facilitates this process. 

Finally, when planning, budgeting, and forecasting it is important to consider 
all factors in order to derive the most informed and accurate plans. The 
Best-in-Class are 46% more likely than all others to have the ability to 
perform "what-if" scenarios and change analysis. This level of preparation 
means that plans can consider a wider range of factors that could change 
the ultimate performance of the business leading to a more realistic plan. 
Additionally, by knowing the effect that these factors can have on the 
business, decision makers are able to plan for adverse events and be able to 
react accordingly. Being able to rapidly compare different scenarios using 
what-if analysis can greatly improve the ability of the organization to 
respond to changing business conditions. 

Technology 
When managing performance, there are many different types of software 
that finance executives are using to help to implement the capabilities 
discussed here and improve performance. The Best-in-Class are 
differentiating themselves by selecting some of these tools and providing 
them to their finance managers, some of which are highlighted in Figure 8.  

Three technologies stand out: planning, budgeting and forecasting tools; 
business intelligence; governance risk and compliance tools, and predictive 
analytics. 

Figure 8: Best-in-Class Technology Enablers 
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A sound financial plan is the vehicle which clearly states strategic business 
objectives in financial terms. A well-prepared budget forms the foundation 
for decision-making throughout the fiscal year. However it is the forecast 
which allows the business to adjust future expectations based on recent 
actual performance. With a renewed focus on growth as a strategic goal, 
and alignment of strategy with corporate performance, companies that hope 
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to achieve Best-in-Class status must be armed with tools that provide 
visibility and flexibility to strike a balance between aggressive plans for 
recovery and caution. It is important to consider all factors when 
forecasting in order to make the most informed decisions. Financial 
planning, budgeting, and forecasting tools can help to create a shared 
repository of planning data, in addition to enforcing and encouraging a 
disciplined management approach. 

Business intelligence in the form of reports, charts and dashboards can help 
to close the loop for management, providing timely feedback on 
performance against objectives. Both reporting tools and dashboards are 
used more widely by Best-in-Class organizations than by all others. 
Reporting tools facilitate simple consumption of performance data and are 
ubiquitous in the Best-in-Class, where 93% of responding companies are 
implementing them. This near universal access to data underpins many Best-
in-Class capabilities. These capabilities include establishing a performance 
driven culture, and ensuring that individual managers are accountable for 
specific KPIs. It is difficult to implement either of these capabilities without 
some type of BI solution in place to provide ready access to up-to-date 
performance information. Likewise, BI dashboards are important because 
the elegant visibility that they can provide allows the executive to quickly 
see how their organization is performing. Forty-five percent (45%) of all 
surveyed companies are already providing dashboards for management, with 
a further 33% planning to adopt them in the next year. 

Governance, Risk, and Compliance (GRC) tools help the organization to 
keep track of regulations and make sure that the business adheres to them. 
When it comes to financial filing, 48% of the Best-in-Class are using tools to 
facilitate the process. This is especially useful when dealing with new 
regulations. The Best-in-Class are 90% more likely than all other to be 
already implementing eXtensible Business Reporting Language (XBRL) tools, 
which will increase as more regulations are put into place. Prior to the 
availability of enterprise-level GRC management solutions, departmental 
data was often siloed, with visibility reduced to only the department heads 
and their constituents. Consequently, during executive meetings, 
department-level reports would be generated and compiled, leaving senior 
management struggling to understand the risk impact between the 
departments, and on the company as a whole. By providing an infrastructure 
that allows executives to concurrently access GRC information, companies 
are effectively positioning themselves for performance improvements.  

"Specific to financial 
consolidation, spreadsheets 
have been replaced by a SaaS 
solution. There have been 
significant time savings." 

~ Staff, Midsize financial 
services company 

Predictive analytics, also fall under the board umbrella of business 
intelligence. This class of technology is often an elemental component for 
performing "what-if" analysis. Best-in-Class companies are more likely than 
other firms to undertake this type of analysis. Predictive technologies can 
enable scenarios to be developed, evaluated and compared. Stronger plans 
can result, together with increased agility to adapt as business needs change. 
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Performance Management 
Possessing a comprehensive and well thought out strategy is good. Having 
key performance indicators defined to measure performance is good. But, 
the real magic lies in having KPIs aligned to the corporate strategy. Simply 
put, organizations need to measure the things that are important to the 
successful execution of their strategic plans. It is critical to know which KPIs 
are most important and are aligned with corporate initiatives, such as 
improving productivity and reducing costs (the top strategies for many 
organizations). While 88% of the Best-in-Class are aligning KPIs with 
corporate initiatives, only 53% of other organizations ensure this step is 
taken (Figure 9). 

Figure 9: Performance Management 
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Source: Aberdeen Group, June 2011 

As mentioned above, employees are much more likely to achieve their goals 
when job stability and compensation is on the line. This is why 57% of the 
Best-in-Class have role based incentive programs to drive performance to 
financial goals and KPIs. By aligning roles with the financial goals and KPIs 
that are most significant to those roles, and then compensating employees 
for improved performance, finance executives are enabling better 
performance throughout the organization. 

Lastly, there are many sources of information that are useful to the 
organization when making decisions. There are factors outside of the 
organization that can have a huge effect on the success of the business. An 
example of this would be changing shipping costs. The Best-in-Class are 83% 
more likely than all others to be able to integrate external information into 
their performance management solution. By automatically integrating 
important outside factors that the executives may not necessarily be 
monitoring on their own, finance executives can take into consideration all 
important factors when judging performance and making plans. This leads to 
better decisions and improved performance of the business. 
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Aberdeen Insights — Technology 

Performance management allows financial executives to allocate money 
more effectively, plan better, and better execute on plans designed to 
improve the performance of the business. Performance management 
software increases their ability to react by giving them the data that is 
most important to them as soon as it is available. Even Laggards are 
providing 71% of their finance executives with performance management 
tools (Figure 10). This increases to 87% at the Best-in-Class enterprises.  

Figure 10: Finance Executives With Performance Management 
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Source: Aberdeen Group, June 2011 

Additionally, in a world where the business cycle has become 24 hours a 
day, it is becoming increasingly important for executives to be able to 
react wherever and whenever they are. 

Before, executives were tethered to their desk when they needed 
instant, real-time, accurate data. Nowadays, mobile devices (i.e., 
smartphones, tablets) enable executives to receive vital performance 
information virtually anywhere. While too early to be ubiquitous, 24% of 
Best-in-Class enterprises have mobile access to performance 
management information, compared to 17% of Industry Average 
organizations, and just 6% of Laggards (Figure 11).  

continued 
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Aberdeen Insights — Technology 

Figure 11: Mobile Access to Performance Management 
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Chapter Three:  
Required Actions 

Fast Facts 

√ The Best-in-Class are 75% 
more likely to have a library 
of standardized metrics and 
KPIs 

√ Top performing companies 
are 70% more likely to 
implement a formal 
performance management 
technology 

√ The Best-in-Class are 85% 
more likely to have mobile 
access to performance 
management 

 

Whether a company is trying to improve its standing in performance 
management as a Laggard organization, or as an Industry Average 
organization, to Best-in-Class status, the following actions will help spur the 
necessary improvements: 

Laggard Steps to Success 
• Establish formal performance management methodologies. 

Best-in-Class organizations are almost twice as likely as Laggards to 
have this type of capability in place (60% vs. 31%). Depending on the 
line of business, companies should look at leveraging industry-
standards as a measurement of success. These standards can include 
Six Sigma or balanced scorecards, along with a series of other 
industry-specific measurement methodologies. Having these systems 
in place sets a baseline for performance, quality, and customer 
satisfaction. By training the staff on these methodologies, Laggards 
can ensure that the level of product and / or service quality that 
they provide to customers continues to elevate, and that their staff 
continues to perform above and beyond industry standards. 

• Track and update financial transactions in real-time. 
Currently, the Best-in-Class are 50% more likely to possess this 
capability than Laggard organizations. Whether companies are 
looking at financial transactions in terms of procure-to-pay, order-
to-cash, or treasury functions, each transaction should be properly 
monitored to ensure expected performance. Any performance 
deficiencies in a company's financial value chain should be noted 
quickly, so as to enable timely executive intervention. For 
compliance purposes, this information also promotes transparency 
to auditors. By tracking and updating financial transactions in real-
time, whether interdepartmental or between companies, Laggards 
can improve reporting accuracy and reduce audit exposure. 

• Establish a centralized repository of financial regulations 
and requirements. As rules, regulations and oversight of 
companies has increased in complexity, so it has become 
increasingly important for executives and managers to understand 
the rules and regulations that are relevant to them. Almost twice as 
many Best-in-Class organizations have this repository established 
when compared to Laggards (65% vs. 34%) Missteps in financial 
compliance can result in fines and costly rework - but more 
importantly can result in bad publicity that can linger for years into 
the future.  

• Ensure that standardized procedures for inter-
departmental communications exist. While 54% of Best-in-
Class enterprises have such a capability, less than one-third of 
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Laggards companies do (32%). In a car, optimal performance can 
only be achieved when the engine, transmission, suspension and 
brakes are well matched and work in unison together. The same is 
true for any combination of business units. Without good 
communication across the various departments that need to work 
together, performance is likely to drag. Organizations should ensure 
that low overhead processes are established so that routine 
communication can occur with the minimum of effort. 

Industry Average Steps to Success 
• Establish accountability for all KPIs. Currently 47% of the 

Industry Average have this system in place, compared to 79% of the 
Best-in-Class. Tasks that are assigned to employees as essential for 
meeting a company's KPIs need to be clearly defined in actionable 
terms. Too often corporate objectives are set by senior 
management without a clear definition of how these goals are 
actionable by the employees. The problem then becomes ambiguity 
- employees do not know what is expected of them in achieving 
these objectives. It is the responsibility of mid-level managers to 
translate these organizational goals into actionable terms for their 
constituents. By clearly defining and translating company goals, the 
Industry Average can better establish a staff accountability structure, 
such that it aligns with company KPIs. 

• Ensure that KPIs are aligned to corporate initiatives. 
Currently 88% of the Best-in-Class have this alignment in place 
while only 53% of Industry Average organizations do. Progress 
towards an organizational objective must be measurable. Whether 
these KPIs are focused on financial performance, employee 
turnover, quarterly revenue, sales conversion, or product 
development lead times, they must all map to a common set of 
corporate initiatives. Without a clear idea of how the organizational 
initiatives are measured, a company will not be able to identify 
factors that attribute to success, or factors that lead to failure. By 
defining a clear set of KPIs that align with corporate objectives, 
Industry Average organizations are more likely to ensure financial 
and operational success.  

• Establish a library of standardized metrics and KPIs. 
Currently 37% of the Industry Average have this type of repository 
in place, compared to 63% of the Best-in-Class. Organizations often 
find they have a mish-mash of metrics and key performance 
indicators in use. This can occur for a variety of reasons: 
globalization often leads to a greater use of distributed teams, 
merger and acquisition activities, performance management 
initiatives that have grown bottom-up, or working with partners and 
organizations that possess different performance standards. To 
achieve their parent company's objectives, these constituents must 
work towards the same KPIs to ensure alignment and success. A 
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library of standard financial and operational metrics and KPIs should 
be made available to all stakeholders for benchmarking purposes. In 
addition, locking a set of standard metrics into a centralized 
repository of performance data and information also facilitates their 
widespread visibility and access. By establishing a library of 
standardized metrics and KPIs, the Industry Average can improve 
organizational alignment with corporate objectives. 

Best-in-Class Steps to Success 
• Ensure line managers are trained in analytical methods and 

tools. Over half (54%) of Best-in-Class organizations intend to take 
this step in the next 12 months. Many elements need to align for 
data-driven performance to really take root and flourish. The 
corporate culture needs to be right, aligned goals need to be set, 
and performance data and tools need to be in place. For managers 
to gain actionable insights however, they need to be comfortable 
with both the concept of analytics and the nuances of their specific 
tools and data. 

• Work to integrate appropriate external data feeds into 
planning, budgeting and forecasting. Currently, 42% of Best-in-
Class organizations integrate external data feeds, with an additional 
42% planning to do so in the next year. It is rare indeed to find a 
corporation whose success does not hinge in some way on external 
factors, such as the macro economy. During planning and budgeting, 
organizations should endeavor to include relevant external data - 
such as the price or shipping, fuel, commodities, finished 
components - and so on. If this data can be fed directly into planning 
systems rather than some kind of manual data entry, so much the 
better. More sophisticated enterprises should consider using 
external data feeds to benchmark performance against its peers. 

• Perform “what if” scenarios and change analysis. Currently 
54% of the Best-in-Class have this capability in place, with an 
additional 38% planning to introduce it within 12 months. 
Understanding and predicting the potential organizational impact of 
unforeseen circumstances can greatly improve a company's 
competitive stance. By conducting simulations of a change in 
company operations, a competitive threat, or sudden organizational 
restructuring, a company can effectively understand what aspects of 
business performance would be most impacted. This capability 
parallels risk management, where key risk indicators become 
important factors in evaluating the probability of an objective's 
success. Predictive technologies have grown more powerful and far 
more usable in recent years. To stay ahead of their peers, the Best-
in-Class need to continue to refine and build their competency in 
scenario analysis to effectively adapt to a dynamic market place and 
hone their ability to respond to change. 

 



Performance Management for Finance Executives:  
Driving Performance with Insight  
Page 25  

 

© 2011 Aberdeen Group. Telephone: 617 854 5200 
www.aberdeen.com Fax: 617 723 7897 

Aberdeen Insights — Summary 

This study has stressed the importance of setting enterprise objectives; 
defining them in terms that are actionable by stakeholders; developing, 
validating, and executing strategies; encouraging executive intervention; 
and promoting staff accountability. These are core elements to business 
success, and if managed correctly, are a powerful competitive 
differentiator. From the data gathered for this report, implementing 
business performance management can significantly improve operational 
and financial control, but many organizations lack the initiatives, 
capabilities, and technological enablers to realize such opportunities. 
Organizations earning Best-in-Class status possess elaborate business 
performance management capabilities as defined by a strong alignment of 
staff accountability to corporate objectives, and robust solutions that 
provide stakeholders with access to performance data and information 
for effective decision-making. 
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Appendix A:  
Research Methodology 

Between May and June 2011, Aberdeen examined the use, the experiences, 
and the intentions of 114 enterprises aiding their finance executives with 
performance management solutions. 

Study Focus 

Respondents completed an 
online survey that included 
questions designed to 
determine how Best-in-Class 
companies are performing the 
following: 

√ Defining and monitoring key 
performance indicators 
(KPIs) that reflect financial 
objectives 

√ Using performance 
management tools and 
techniques to track progress 
towards objectives 

√ Expediting decision-making 

√ Integrating technologies to 
enhance reporting accuracy 

The study aimed to provide 
guidance to financial executives 
on implementing effective 
business performance 
management and the 
corresponding capabilities and 
enabling technologies that help 
improve financial and 
operational control.  

 

Aberdeen supplemented this online survey effort with interviews with select 
survey respondents, gathering additional information on strategies, 
experiences, and results. 

Responding enterprises included the following: 

• Job title: The research sample included respondents with the 
following job titles: CEO / President (29%); EVP / SVP / VP (23%); 
Director (18%); Manager (21%); staff and other (9%). 

• Department / function: The research sample included respondents 
from all departments and functions including finance / administration 
(37%); IT (9%); corporate management (23%); manufacturing / 
operations (5%); logistics / supply chain (2%); business development 
(13%) and other (11%). 

• Industry: The research sample included respondents from a wide 
range of industries lead by financial services (9%); 1T consulting and 
services (14%); software (13%); food / beverage (5%); and travel / 
hospitality (5%). 

• Geography: The majority of respondents (63%) were from North 
America. Remaining respondents were from the Asia-Pacific region 
(16%); Europe (12%); Latin America (2%); Africa (6%); and the 
Middle East (1%). 

• Company size: Twenty-six percent (26%) of respondents were from 
large enterprises (annual revenues above US $1 billion); 40% were 
from midsize enterprises (annual revenues between $50 million and 
$1 billion); and 34% of respondents were from small businesses 
(annual revenues of $50 million or less). 

• Headcount: Forty-two percent (42%) of respondents were from 
large enterprises (headcount greater than 1,000 employees); 32% 
were from midsize enterprises (headcount between 100 and 999 
employees); and 26% of respondents were from small businesses 
(headcount between 1 and 99 employees). 
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Table 4: The PACE Framework Key 

Overview 
Aberdeen applies a methodology to benchmark research that evaluates the business pressures, actions, capabilities, 
and enablers (PACE) that indicate corporate behavior in specific business processes. These terms are defined as 
follows: 
Pressures — external forces that impact an organization’s market position, competitiveness, or business 
operations (e.g., economic, political and regulatory, technology, changing customer preferences, competitive) 
Actions — the strategic approaches that an organization takes in response to industry pressures (e.g., align the 
corporate business model to leverage industry opportunities, such as product / service strategy, target markets, 
financial strategy, go-to-market, and sales strategy) 
Capabilities — the business process competencies required to execute corporate strategy (e.g., skilled people, 
brand, market positioning, viable products / services, ecosystem partners, financing) 
Enablers — the key functionality of technology solutions required to support the organization’s enabling business 
practices (e.g., development platform, applications, network connectivity, user interface, training and support, 
partner interfaces, data cleansing, and management)  

Source: Aberdeen Group, June 2011 

Table 5: The Competitive Framework Key 

Overview 
 
The Aberdeen Competitive Framework defines enterprises 
as falling into one of the following three levels of practices 
and performance: 
Best-in-Class (20%) — Practices that are the best 
currently being employed and are significantly superior to 
the Industry Average, and result in the top industry 
performance. 
Industry Average (50%) — Practices that represent the 
average or norm, and result in average industry 
performance. 
Laggards (30%) — Practices that are significantly behind 
the average of the industry, and result in below average 
performance. 

 
In the following categories: 
Process — What is the scope of process 
standardization? What is the efficiency and 
effectiveness of this process? 
Organization — How is your company currently 
organized to manage and optimize this particular 
process? 
Knowledge — What visibility do you have into key 
data and intelligence required to manage this process? 
Technology — What level of automation have you 
used to support this process? How is this automation 
integrated and aligned? 
Performance — What do you measure? How 
frequently? What’s your actual performance? 

Source: Aberdeen Group, June 2011 

Table 6: The Relationship Between PACE and the Competitive Framework 

PACE and the Competitive Framework – How They Interact 
Aberdeen research indicates that companies that identify the most influential pressures and take the most 
transformational and effective actions are most likely to achieve superior performance. The level of competitive 
performance that a company achieves is strongly determined by the PACE choices that they make and how well they 
execute those decisions. 

Source: Aberdeen Group, June 2011 
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Appendix B:  
Related Aberdeen Research 

Related Aberdeen research that forms a companion or reference to this 
report includes: 

• Business Answers at Your Fingertips: The Real-Time Value of BI; March 
2011 

• Agile BI: Three Steps to Analytic Heaven; March 2011 

• Financial Planning, Budgeting & Forecasting in the New Economy; 
February 2011 

• Enterprise Search for Operational Intelligence; January 2011 

• Mobile BI: Actionable Intelligence for the Agile Enterprise; December 
2010 

• Effective GRC Management: Positioning Your Company for Growth; 
December 2010 

• Performance Management - What the Mid-Market can Learn from Large 
Enterprises; November 2010 

• Achieving Corporate Objectives: Benchmarking and Improving Your 
Business Performance; September 2010 

Information on these and any other Aberdeen publications can be found at 
www.aberdeen.com.  
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For more than two decades, Aberdeen's research has been helping corporations worldwide become Best-in-Class. 
Having benchmarked the performance of more than 644,000 companies, Aberdeen is uniquely positioned to provide 
organizations with the facts that matter — the facts that enable companies to get ahead and drive results. That's why 
our research is relied on by more than 2.5 million readers in over 40 countries, 90% of the Fortune 1,000, and 93% of 
the Technology 500. 

As a Harte-Hanks Company, Aberdeen’s research provides insight and analysis to the Harte-Hanks community of 
local, regional, national and international marketing executives. Combined, we help our customers leverage the power 
of insight to deliver innovative multichannel marketing programs that drive business-changing results. For additional 
information, visit Aberdeen http://www.aberdeen.com or call (617) 854-5200, or to learn more about Harte-Hanks, call 
(800) 456-9748 or go to http://www.harte-hanks.com. 

This document is the result of primary research performed by Aberdeen Group. Aberdeen Group's methodologies 
provide for objective fact-based research and represent the best analysis available at the time of publication. Unless 
otherwise noted, the entire contents of this publication are copyrighted by Aberdeen Group, Inc. and may not be 
reproduced, distributed, archived, or transmitted in any form or by any means without prior written consent by 
Aberdeen Group, Inc. (2011a) 

http://aberdeen.com/Aberdeen-Library/7133/RA-operational-business-intelligence.aspx
http://aberdeen.com/aberdeen-library/6990/RA-business-ingelligence-analytics.aspx
http://aberdeen.com/Aberdeen-Library/6956/RA-financial-planning-forecasting.aspx
http://aberdeen.com/aberdeen-library/7031/RP-buiness-operational-intelligence.aspx
http://aberdeen.com/aberdeen-library/6581/RA-mobile-business-intelligence.aspx
http://aberdeen.com/aberdeen-library/6746/RA-governance-risk-compliance.aspx
http://aberdeen.com/aberdeen-library/6679/RA-performance-business-intelligence.aspx
http://aberdeen.com/aberdeen-library/6679/RA-performance-business-intelligence.aspx
http://aberdeen.com/aberdeen-library/6739/RA-corporate-business-objectives.aspx
http://aberdeen.com/aberdeen-library/6739/RA-corporate-business-objectives.aspx
http://www.aberdeen.com/
mailto:william.jan@aberdeen.com
mailto:david.white@aberdeen.com
mailto:nick.castellina@aberdeen.com

	Executive Summary
	Best-in-Class Performance
	Competitive Maturity Assessment
	Required Actions

	 Table of Contents
	Figures 
	Tables
	Chapter One:  Benchmarking the Best-in-Class
	Business Context
	The Maturity Class Framework
	The Best-in-Class PACE Model
	Best-in-Class Strategies

	Chapter Two:  Benchmarking Requirements for Success
	Competitive Assessment
	Capabilities and Enablers
	Process
	Organization
	Knowledge Management
	Technology
	Performance Management


	Chapter Three:  Required Actions
	Laggard Steps to Success
	Industry Average Steps to Success
	Best-in-Class Steps to Success

	Appendix A:  Research Methodology
	Appendix B:  Related Aberdeen Research

