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Close Faster, Control Better: The Al Finance Back Office Playbook

A WORKPLACEAI STRATEGY PLAYBOOK

From Document Chaos to a Controlled,

Continuous Finance Close

Al can read the documents, draft the explanations, and flag the exceptions. It cannot be the
control. Here is how to automate the finance back office while keeping every number traceable

and every payment approved.
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Key Takeaways

Finance teams spend much of their time keying, matching, and chasing
documents. The cost shows up as late closes, duplicate payments, and surprises
that arrive after the money has moved.

Al is good at reading documents and drafting explanations. It is not a control. The
safe design is three layers: Al reads, deterministic code checks, and people
approve.

Every extracted number should trace back to its source document, and every
automated action should leave an audit trail. If a figure cannot be traced, it cannot
be trusted.

Approval thresholds decide how much automation each transaction gets. Routine,
low-risk items can flow through with sampling. Unusual or high-value items always
reach a person.

Run any new automation in parallel with the manual process before it posts
anything. Parallel runs reveal the exceptions that no demonstration ever shows.

Finance sits on signals other functions need. Late payments warn customer
success, vendor patterns inform procurement, and forecast errors teach the
model. Pass them on.
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Every invoice, receipt, contract, bank line, and budget file is a document that someone has
to read, check, and act on. The volume grows with the business, and the team that handles
it usually does not. The work gets done late, or it gets done fast and wrong, and finance

pays a tax in both cases.

The Back Office Tax

Three costs recur in nearly every finance function.

» Keying and matching. People retype figures from documents into systems and compare
them against purchase orders and receipts. The work is slow, repetitive, and error prone.

» Late discovery. Duplicate payments, coding mistakes, and policy breaches surface at
month-end or in an audit, after the cash has left.

o Thin visibility. Managers see variances days after they occur, and the explanation takes
hours of manual digging.

Al promises to remove all three, and it can remove much of the first. It also introduces a new
risk: a system that reads a document with confidence and gets a number wrong. In finance,
a confident error is more dangerous than a slow one, because nobody checks it. The
design question is therefore not whether to automate, but where to put the controls.

The Principle: AI Reads, Code Checks, People Approve

The safest pattern splits the work into three layers, each doing what it does best.

Al Reads Code Checks People Approve

Extracts fields from Applies deterministic rules to Release payments, post
documents, classifies spend, the extracted data: Totals add entries above a threshold,
drafts explanations, and up, the vendor is approved, resolve exceptions, and sign
summarizes contracts. It the invoice is not a duplicate, off on the close. People make
handles messy, varied input the amounts match the order. the decisions that carry risk.
that rules cannot. Rules do not guess.

The Al never decides whether money moves. It prepares the work so that the rules and the
people can decide faster and with better information. This is the same pattern behind the



invoice agent and the AR collections build: the model drafts the words, code verifies the

numbers, and a person approves the exceptions.

The Controlled Finance Pipeline

Intake - Extract — Validate — Approve — Post and Reconcile — Analyze — Learn

Intake and Extract

Collect documents
from every channel
and pull structured

fields, each linked

Validate

Run deterministic
checks for totals,
duplicates, vendors,

matching, policy,

Approve and Post

Route by amount
and risk, collect
decisions with

context, and post

Reconcile and

Close

Match records
across systems, list

exceptions, draft

to its source. and period. only what is explanations, and

approved. track the close.

Analyze and Learn

Forecast Turn exceptions,

Explain variances, corrections, and
update forecasts, findings into better
and report with rules and better
assumptions extraction.

shown.

The stages apply to different document types in different ways, but the structure holds for
invoices, expenses, contracts, and the close alike. Start with one document type and build
the stages in order.

Stage 1: Intake and Extraction

Documents arrive by email, upload, portal, and paper scan. The first job is to bring them
into one queue with a consistent record: where it came from, when it arrived, and who sent
it. Extraction then pulls structured fields from each document.
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Extract fields, and keep the source

A USABLE EXTRACTION RECORD INCLUDES

» The fields: vendor, document number, date, due date, currency, line items, tax, total, and
payment details.

» The source: a link from every field to the page and region it came from.
« A confidence marker: which fields the model is unsure about, so review can focus there.

o The document itself: stored unaltered, with a timestamp and a record of who accessed it.

Source linking is what makes the rest of the pipeline auditable. When a reviewer or an
auditor asks where a number came from, the answer is one click away. See the finance data

entry guide for an expense categorization build.

Turn contracts into dates and obligations

Contracts carry obligations that surface later as surprises: auto-renewal dates, notice
windows, price escalators, minimum commitments. Extraction can pull these into a
schedule with alerts set ahead of each date. The contract extraction guide covers the build,

and contract negotiation intelligence covers using the results before signing.

Stage 2: Validate With Rules

Validation is where the pipeline earns its controls. Each check is a rule written in code, so it

behaves the same way every time and can be tested. The Al supplies the data. The rules

decide whether the data passes.

Check What it catches

Arithmetic Line items that do not sum to the total, and tax that does not match the rate.

Duplicate detection The same invoice submitted twice, including near-duplicates with changed
numbers or dates.

Vendor verification Vendors not on the approved list, new vendors without onboarding, and changes
to bank details.

Order and receipt Invoices that do not agree with the purchase order or with what was received.
matching
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Coding and policy Spend coded to the wrong account, over policy limits, or missing required

approvals.
Period and currency Documents dated outside the period or in an unexpected currency.
Document integrity Signs that a receipt or invoice was altered or generated, such as inconsistent

fonts, metadata, or amounts.

Two of these deserve special attention. Bank detail changes are a common route for
payment fraud, so any change should trigger independent verification by a person using a
known contact. Document integrity matters more every year as generated receipts grow
more convincing, which the expense audit guide covers in detail.

Checks produce one of three results: pass, fail, or flag for review. A failed or flagged
document moves to an exception queue with the reason attached, and nothing posts until
the exception is resolved.

Stage 3: Approval and Posting

Approval thresholds decide how much automation each item receives. The principle is that
risk, not convenience, sets the level of human involvement.

Item type Treatment

Low value, routine, all checks Code and post automatically, with a random sample reviewed each
passed week.

Moderate value, all checks passed One approver reviews a summary with the source linked.

High value or first-time vendor Two approvers, with full validation results shown.

Any failed or flagged check Exception queue, reviewed by a named person before anything posts.
Bank detail change or unusual Verification by a person using a known contact, before any payment.
payee

Set the thresholds with your controller and your auditors. The values depend on your size,
risk, and policies, and they should change as the pipeline earns trust.
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Give approvers a complete packet

EVERY APPROVAL REQUEST INCLUDES

« What: vendor, amount, due date, and the coding proposed.

» Why it passed or flagged: the validation results in plain language.

e The source: the document, with the extracted fields linked to it.

» The history: prior invoices from the vendor and any recent changes.

« The decision options: approve, reject with a reason, or request information.

Measure approval cycle time, and set a response window so that requests do not stall.
Escalate untouched requests to a backup approver. Maintain segregation of duties
throughout. The person who sets up a vendor does not approve its invoices, and the person

who approves does not release payment.

Stage 4: Reconciliation and Close

Reconciliation compares records across systems: bank to ledger, subledger to general
ledger, intercompany balances, and accruals against final amounts. Most of it is matching.
Code handles the clean matches, and people handle the rest.

¢ Auto-match: exact and rule-based matches are cleared and logged.

o Exception list: unmatched items are listed with the likely cause and the suggested
resolution.

» Draft explanations: the Al drafts a short explanation for each significant variance from
the data available, and a person confirms or corrects it.

o Close tracker: every close task has an owner, a status, and a due date, with overdue
items flagged.

The Al does not post adjusting entries without review. It proposes, and the preparer and
reviewer decide. The close finishes when a person signs off, and the sign-off is recorded.

Stage 5: Analysis, Forecasting, and Reporting

Clean, current data makes analysis faster, and Al is well suited to the explanation work that
follows. It can read a budget variance file and write the commentary, scan the P&L for what



changed, and update the cash forecast as new data arrives.

Variance Commentary Cash Forecast P&L Reading

Drafts the explanation for Updates expected receipts Highlights movements in
each material variance, with and payments continuously margin, mix, and cost lines
the supporting figures, ready and shows its assumptions. worth a closer look. See the
for the budget owner to See the cash flow forecast P&L analysis guide.
confirm. See the budget guide.

variance guide.

Three guardrails apply to this stage. The Al explains numbers but never changes them.
Every forecast displays its assumptions and its recent accuracy. And any explanation that
cites a cause the data does not show should be marked as a hypothesis, not a fact.

Stage 6: Close the Loop

Each exception and correction is a lesson. The pipeline should feed them back, so the same
mistake does not recur.

Exceptions — Rules

Patterns in rejected and flagged items become new or tuned validation rules.

Corrections — Extraction

Fields that reviewers fix repeatedly show where the extraction needs better instructions or examples.

Vendor patterns — Procurement

Late deliveries, price drift, and frequent disputes inform sourcing and negotiation.

Late payments — Customer success

Customers who start paying late are showing a signal that the retention team should see.
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Forecast errors —~ Models

Where the forecast missed, adjust inputs and assumptions, and record the lesson.

Audit findings — Controls

Every audit adjustment becomes a candidate for a new check.

Finance holds signals that other functions rarely see. The Signal Exchange Playbook

describes how to move them, and the Retain and Expand Playbook covers how a late

payment becomes a retention play.

An Illustrative Walkthrough

The following example is illustrative, not a case study. It follows one invoice through the

pipeline.

ONE INVOICE, ONE DAY

9:02 a.m.: An invoice arrives by email and is logged with its sender and time. The
Al extracts the fields and links each to the page it came from.

9:03 a.m.: The rules run. The arithmetic passes, the vendor is approved, and no
duplicate exists. The amount is within the order, but the bank details differ from
the vendor master.

9:03 a.m.: The bank detail change fails the vendor check. The invoice moves to
the exception queue, and payment is blocked.

9:40 a.m.: The accounts payable lead calls the vendor on the number already on
file, not the one in the email. The vendor says it never changed its bank details.

10:15 a.m.: The invoice is rejected as suspected fraud. The sender is blocked, the
security team is notified, and the event is logged.

Outcome logged: The pattern becomes a rule that flags the sender domain, and
the incident joins the monthly control review.
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Governance and Controls

Automation does not remove the need for controls. It changes where they sit. Involve your

controller and your auditors early, and consult counsel on retention and regulatory

requirements in each region where you operate. A short list of practices keeps the pipeline

defensible.

o Keep segregation of duties in the workflow, so no single person or system can set up,

approve, and pay.

* Never let an automated system release a payment without a person's approval. A person

approves every payment run.

o Log every action with who or what did it, when, and on what evidence, and protect the

logs from alteration.

o Restrict access to financial data by role, and limit what the Al can see to what each task

needs.

o Test changes to prompts, rules, and models against historical documents before they go

live, and record the change.

e Run each new automation in parallel with the manual process, compare the results, and

promote it only when the differences are understood.

» Review a random sample of auto-posted items every week, and track the error rate over

time.

The broader controls for Al systems are covered in Agent Governance and Guardrails.

Where This Breaks

Failure What you see

Silent extraction A misread digit posts without
errors notice

Vendor format drift Accuracy falls after a supplier

changes its template

Duplicate
payments

The same invoice is paid twice
with a changed number

Split invoices Items sit just under an approval
threshold

Fix

Arithmetic and matching checks, plus a weekly
sample of auto-posted items

Track extraction accuracy by vendor, and alert
on drops

Fuzzy duplicate matching on vendor, amount,
and date

A rule that groups items by vendor and period
before applying thresholds
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Stale vendor Checks pass against outdated data Scheduled vendor reviews and an owner for

master the master file

Integration failure Approved items never reach the Reconciliation of posted counts and totals each
ledger day, with alerts

Hallucinated A variance comment cites a cause Require every explanation to cite its supporting

explanations the data does not show figures, and mark hypotheses

Forecast drift Accuracy slides as the business Track forecast error over time, and retrain or
changes adjust on a schedule

Exception pile-up The queue grows faster than Daily queue limits, owners, and an escalation
people clear it path

Measuring the Pipeline

Touchless Rate First-Pass Exception Rate Duplicate and
Share of items that Accuracy Share of items Fraud Catch
flow through with Share of extracted flagged, and the Items blocked
no human edit, fields that need no mix of reasons. before payment,
tracked together correction. with the value
with the error rate protected.

on those items.

Approval Cycle Days to Close Cost per Forecast Error
Time Business days from Document Average gap
Median time from period end to sign- Total processing between forecast
request to decision, off. cost divided by and outcome, by
by tier. volume, before and horizon.

after.

Judge touchless rate alongside accuracy. A high touchless rate with a rising error rate

means the pipeline is doing the wrong work faster. The AP cost calculator helps set the cost

baseline before you start.
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What You Need to Build This

The pipeline needs a small set of components, and most finance teams already have
several. Start with the checks, thresholds, and approval packets on paper, because none of
that needs a new tool.

Accounting System

The ledger and
subledgers that
hold vendors,
accounts, and
transactions, with
an interface for
reading and

posting.

Approval Delivery

Chat or email
requests with the
packet attached,
and a record of

each decision.

Document Intake

A shared mailbox,
upload portal, or
scanner feed that
collects documents

into one queue.

Reference Data

The vendor master,
chart of accounts,
policy limits, and
order and receipt
records the checks

compare against.

Extraction

An Al model step
that reads
documents and
returns structured
fields with sources

and confidence.

Audit Storage

Secure, tamper-
resistant storage for
documents, logs,
and decisions, with

retention rules.

Rules Layer

The workflow
engine or
automation platform
that runs the
validation checks
and routes

exceptions.

Reporting Layer
A spreadsheet or
analytics tool for
variance, forecast,

and close tracking.

Plan for ongoing costs

Running the pipeline costs more than the purchase of any template. The automation
platform, whether an n8n instance or a Zapier plan, is billed separately by its vendor and
scales with volume. Al model usage is billed by your provider per document, and Zapier
counts Al steps as multiple tasks depending on the model tier. Estimate your monthly
document volume before you build, and verify current pricing on each vendor's page.



A 90-Day Roadmap

DAYS 1TO 30: CHOOSE AND MEASURE
« Pick one document type, usually vendor invoices or expense reports.
* Measure the baseline: volume, cost per document, error rate, and cycle time.

» Write the validation checks, approval thresholds, and approval packet with your controller.

DAYS 31TO 60: EXTRACT AND VALIDATE IN PARALLEL

» Build intake and extraction, with every field linked to its source.
* Run the validation rules in shadow mode alongside the manual process, and compare results
daily.

» Fix the exceptions that the comparison reveals, and tune the checks.

DAYS 61 TO 90: APPROVE AND POST UNDER CONTROL
« Turn on approval routing, starting with the lowest-risk tier and weekly sampling.
+ Add the reconciliation exception list and the close tracker.

« Hold a monthly review of errors, exceptions, and findings, and update the rules.

Add the next document type only when the first meets its accuracy targets for a full close
cycle. Each type brings different exceptions, and rushing multiplies them.

Conclusion: Automate the Work, Keep the Controls

Finance rewards accuracy and punishes surprises. Al helps most with the reading, the
drafting, and the explaining. It helps least when it is allowed to decide, because a confident
mistake in a ledger is expensive and hard to find.

Intake — Extract — Validate — Approve — Post and Reconcile — Analyze — Learn

Build the pipeline in that order, start with one document type, and run it in parallel before it
posts anything. The result is a finance function that closes faster, catches more, and can
show an auditor exactly how every number got there.



Al reads. Code checks. People approve. Every step leaves a trail.

Where to Go From Here

Working builds are available for the main stages: contract extraction, expense
categorization, expense audit, budget variance, and cash flow forecasting. The Signal
Exchange Playbook covers how finance signals reach other functions.

Contract Extraction > { Expense Audit > } [ Budget Variance > ]

[ Signal Exchange Playbook - } [ Retain and Expand Playbook - ]

Agent Governance Playbook - ]
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