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Before we jump into the barriers that make visibility difficult to achieve, let’s take a 
moment to explore exactly what is at stake.

When The Economist Intelligence Unit surveyed 500 senior finance executives, 60% 
admitted they lacked a complete picture of their organisations’ transactions. Without 
sight of how much is being spent – and what it is being spent on – they lack the data to 
achieve targeted cost efficiencies. 

Across all sectors, controlling costs is essential – whether to maximise 
shareholder value, drive growth or make public money stretch further. 
However, organisations can only control what they can see, making visibility 
of spend vital. 

Despite its importance, fewer than half of CFOs have a complete picture of 
their organisations’ spend. Read on to discover seven barriers that could be 
obscuring your visibility.

“60% of senior finance executives lack 
complete visibility of their purchasing spend”

“9% greater savings achieved through best-
in-class procurement processes”

The Scale of the Problem

In contrast, organisations who have harnessed their spend data are equipped to make 
more informed commercial decisions. For instance, those that have implemented best-
in-class procurement processes achieve savings of 9% against those that have not. So, 
gaining clarity of your transactions has the power to drive savings, increase margin and 
maximise funds. What would those kind of savings mean to your organisation? 
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“40% savings often possible within 
indirect categories”

The Case for Indirect Spend

Broadly speaking, procurement spend is divided between direct and indirect spend. To 
freshen your memory, direct spend contributes to the production of saleable goods or 
chargeable services and is therefore profit-generating (e.g. saleable goods, product 
parts or wages). Meanwhile, indirect spend is operational and relates to the supplies 
and services that underpin your day-to-day activities (e.g. facilities management, 
non-saleable supplies or equipment). Why is this important? Because it often distorts 
organisations’ priorities. 

As direct spend is wholly aligned to profit-generating goods and services, it often receives 
the most attention. After all, savings on these outgoings immediately allow more margin 
to be achieved from sales. Consequently, direct costs are often heavily scrutinised. Though 
this may sound reasonable, it is short-sighted. Up to 80% of your transactions could relate 
to indirect categories. So, you could remain in the dark regarding the greater portion 
of your procurement activity. You could be doing everything in your power to squeeze 
pennies out of your direct costs, whilst ignoring the untapped potential across your 
indirect spend. 

With savings of up to 40% often achievable within indirect spend, the benefits of 
optimising this area of purchasing speak for themselves. Yet, this is easier said than done. 
Why? Because first you need to obtain an accurate picture of your indirect spend – and 
many challenges await on the road to complete visibility. Now, we’re ready to explore 
what those obstacles are. 
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7 Visibility Challenges

As you’ve heard, visibility can equip you to drive enhanced organisational performance. 
Yet, achieving an accurate picture of how much is being spend, by whom and with which 
suppliers can be daunting. 

Here are seven common factors that could be obstructing your visibility:

1. MULTIPLE STREAMS OF SPEND

Your organisation’s spend is likely divided between several streams. For instance, some 
expenses may be regular fixed payments or credit card charges, whereas others are ad 
hoc expenses claims, purchase orders or purchasing card charges. Without a single flow of 
costs, you’ll have to identify all of your spending streams and aggregate the data before 
you can achieve a holistic view of your transactions. 

2. DEVOLVED CONTROL OF COSTS

As well as spanning several streams, your purchasing is likely split between different 
people in different departments. After all, individual business units often have distinctly 
different requirements. The more complex your organisation’s structure, the greater 
likelihood responsibility over your spend is devolved to separate business units, 
departments, sites or teams. 

To gain a complete picture of spend, you will have to obtain and piece together data 
from several stakeholders. This requires collaboration between departments, posing a 
communication challenge. 

3. SILOED DATA

Where purchases are made via different streams and managed by different stakeholders, 
data will be stored in numerous places, both in digital and physical formats. As a result, 
data can be siloed and – for security reasons – may not be readily accessible by those 
outside of the silo. 

Attempts to access this data could spark questions around compliance or require changes 
to access rights to be made. So, a strong business case could be required. 

4. DATA STRUCTURE 

Different departments will have different reporting needs. So, data relating to spend may 
be captured, stored, interrogated and presented in a variety of different formats and using 
different terminology.
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On a superficial level, reports may differ in layout or appearance. At a more profound 
level, data may be broken down over different time periods, use different cell formulae or 
transactions may be categorised inconsistently. As a result, the data may be onerous to 
aggregate and require cleansing before it becomes useful. 

5. THE SPEND POLICE

If you begin asking questions around spend, you may be met with resistance. After all, 
some may view your interest in their transactions as the work of the spend police. As a 
result, they may be protective over the data they share and fear your analysis could lead 
to a crackdown on purchasing activity – or a tightening of budgets. 

A reluctance to share data may not be misplaced. After all, some spend may have been 
based on convenience rather than suitability, price rather than best value. So, some 
departments may wish to avoid exposing these transactions to scrutiny.

6. POOR TOOLS

As we’ve already touched upon, you will almost certainly need to aggregate purchasing 
data from a host of sources. To achieve this, you’ll find yourself inputting, manipulating 
and interrogating large volumes of data. 

Unfortunately, the majority of organisations still rely on basic software tools for this kind 
of analysis. Indeed, 90% primarily use basic spreadsheets. This can limit the level of 
interrogation that can be achieved, especially if users are unfamiliar with the advanced 
features and formulae required to do so. Naturally, this inhibits the level of visibility they 
can achieve. Fortunately, other tools are available that allow you to automate, track and 
scrutinise data – giving you a simple and efficient way to gain a better picture of your 
spend. 

7. ONEROUS PROCESSES

If you succeed in gaining a complete picture of your organisation’s spend, what next? 
What about next month, next quarter or next year? Data moves on quickly. So, unless 
your processes are repeatable, you’ll need to overcome the same hurdles again. Labour-
intensive activities are the final barrier to visibility. The more easily you can capture, 
cleanse and aggregate purchasing data time and time again, the better your visibility will 
be in the long run. 
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In Summary

In order to achieve true visibility of spend, you’ll need to bring together data fragmented 
by different owners, held in various formats and stored in multiple locations. You will have 
to collaborate across departments and navigate workplace politics, whether to convince 
stakeholders or win trust. In addition, you may have to invest in more powerful analytical 
tools and overhaul labour-intensive processes. These tasks are not for the faint-hearted. 

Yet, if you can overcome these barriers, you could release untapped savings previously 
obscured amongst your indirect spend. With most organisations lacking complete 
visibility, overcoming these hurdles could unlock competitive advantage. Now, that’s a 
compelling case for change. 

“Visibility can release untapped savings, 
giving you a competitive advantage”
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