
RISK AND REWARD
Are You Still Using Spreadsheets for 
Budgeting and Forecasting?



Introduction

For years, spreadsheets have been a staple in the Finance team’s toolbox 
– but the pace of today’s digital business has led many to re-evaluate the 
risk. Business leaders need to have confidence in the quality of the 
financial data they rely on to make decisions, and spreadsheets simply 
aren’t up to the task.

What’s needed is a robust FP&A software solution that accelerates budget 
creation and automates the ongoing forecasting and planning processes. 

This paper discusses the issues with spreadsheet-centric budgeting and 
the business advantages of specialized software. The goal is to help 
businesses transition to a solution that enables them to accurately analyze 
performance vs. plan, forecast future performance and assess the 
financial impact of proposed business changes.
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Where Excel  
Falls Short VERSION CONTROL & SIMPLE ERRORS

Studies have shown that a typical $50-200 million-dollar company requires 
between 250-500 spreadsheets (different versions and iterations) to produce 
a final budget and forecast each year. Which means there are many people 
manually contributing to individual workbooks or worksheets. All of which is 
time-consuming, inefficient and subject to mistakes. 

Simple errors include rows not matching, diverging spreadsheet builds and 
import template errors. Furthermore, spreadsheet budgeting often requires 
complex macros and formulas, which may lead to errors and broken links 
among various workbooks.

An Aberdeen report revealed that 64% of respondents had experienced 
version control issues, resulting in planning with old or inaccurate data. 51% 
also noted that formulas can be easily broken. 

In addition to these simple errors, Excel cannot mandate conformity. A 
finance team would be hard-pressed to quality-check each individual 
spreadsheet and iteration. And they may not be familiar with every nuance 
of the marketing, human resources or sales budget and forecast.

Clearly, the risk to accuracy is high with spreadsheets.



LACK OF PRIVACY
Privacy and security are ever-present concerns for 
companies. Firewalls are built to keep hackers and 
competitors away from sensitive information, yet 
Excel offers no privacy within your company’s walls. 
When Excel is your budgeting tool, payroll, ledger 
details, the cost of benefits and other sensitive 
aspects of the business may be viewed by any 
employee with a hand in the overall budget and 
forecast process. For example, a sales or marketing 
executive can easily access payroll particulars across 
multiple departments.

LAST MINUTE CHANGES
While Excel allows last-minute changes to any data, 
these eleventh-hour additions, modifications or 
deletions (some of which could be unauthorized) 
further jeopardize the integrity of the budget. 

A “final”, 100% accurate budget rarely exists in a 
company that uses Excel as its primary  
budgeting tool.

The Finance team is ultimately responsible for  
fixing any errors and creating the most accurate 
forecast and budget possible. Last-minute  
changes result in wasted productivity and long  
hours during the budget and planning process.
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Lost Money

PRO FORMA BUDGET EXCEL ERROR LEADS TO 
REVENUE LOSS
Thomas, a new business analyst for a multi-billion-dollar food 
service contractor, just landed a $20 million, 3-year food service 
contract for a major entertainment resort in North America. Thomas 
was diligent and created his Pro Forma budget taking into account 
food cost and service expenses. His initial calculations resulted in a 
$3 million net profit for his company.

Unfortunately for Thomas, he did not realize that an incorrect food 
expense structure error would, in fact, create a loss for his company. 
This simple Excel calculation error went undetected for the first five 
months, until Judy, an accounting executive, noted the loss.

Fortunately for Thomas, the entertainment resort was willing to 
renegotiate the contract, but the losses from the first five months 
were never recovered. Using a database with automated calculation 
formulas would have corrected this right away as costs are 
automatically calculated and consolidated in  
real time.
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1
COSTLY MISTAKES
Google “Excel Hell”, and you’ll find 
millions of listings about errors due to 
Excel spreadsheet problems. 

There are 3 types of errors that typically 
occur in spreadsheet modeling 
applications:

}    Mechanical errors, which arises from, 
flawed typing, pointing or other miscues.

}   Logic errors where an inappropriate 
algorithm is chosen or where incorrect 
formulas are created to implement the 
chosen algorithm.

}   Omission errors where critical 
components are excluded from  
the model in its entirety.

The following three sections highlight 
real-world examples of Excel spreadsheet 
blunders that led to loss of money, time 
and credibility. The names and 
companies are withheld to protect 
company and individual privacy.
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Lost Time

MULTIPLE SPREADSHEETS WITH INCONSISTENT ROW DATA 
AND CEO REQUESTS LEADS TO LATE-NIGHT BUDGET RE-DO
Sarah was recently appointed the CFO for a $100 million manufacturing 
company. Her first task was to finalize the yearly budget for a next-day meeting. 
The budget was in its 3rd iteration and nearly finished. Her staff asked for final 
expense input from the department managers and, to save time, had provided a 
standard template. Each manager just needed to add expenses per account. Her 
team collected the final Excel spreadsheets and went to work consolidating them. 
Unfortunately, some managers had added rows to the standardized spreadsheets 
to provide more clarification for management. Sarah and her team needed to 
speak to individual managers to discuss the changes and consolidate the 
spreadsheets into a final budget.

To complicate matters further, at 4pm her CEO asked her to create multiple 
versions for the meeting, to show profitability increases of 3 and 10 percent. Not 
wanting to admit they were frantically trying to reconsolidate 50 spreadsheets, 
Sarah and her team worked until 

3am that morning creating a budget with the profitability increases built in. She 
could only hope the changes were correct.

If Sarah and her team had used a budgeting and forecasting software, every 
department manager would have to use a standard template and consolidation 
would occur automatically – and easily in time for the 8am meeting. 
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Lost Credibility

A SIMPLE EXCEL MISCALCULATION LEADS TO LOSS 
OF CONFIDENCE FROM SENIOR MANAGEMENT
Andrew is the marketing manager for a $10 million software 
company. He recently went into a budget meeting with his senior 
management team and asked to expand his marketing budget to 
increase online advertising. Andrew reviewed his Excel spreadsheet 
before the meeting and felt confident that everything was correct.

When he uploaded the presentation to the screen, he realized he’d 
made one simple calculation error. He hoped to quickly smooth over 
the error and press on with his presentation. Unfortunately for 
Andrew, his CEO and CFO could not get past the mistake and  
quickly called off the meeting, fearing that the rest of his data may  
be incorrect.

Andrew’s CEO and CFO did not appreciate him wasting their time and 
said they would not sit through another meeting if his materials were 
incorrect. Andrew did not receive the increase to his budget and he 
lost credibility with his senior management team. 

By using specialized budgeting and forecasting software, Andrew 
would be able to access built-in financial logic – ensuring the 
calculations in his presentation were correct from the start. 
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 In its most recent CEO Outlook Report, KPMG writes that “CEOs see 
their technology investing as strategic rather than tactical”, and that’s 
leading them to adopt technologies that allow them to be faster to 
market and scale up their own business processes and operations. 

The focus on specialized FP&A solutions stems from challenges that 
face companies of all sizes, including:

}   Increased competition from global companies
}   Shortened business cycles
}   Capital access
}   Increased regulation
}   Resource constraints
}   Accurate financial statements, including cash flow analysis

CFOs know that effective FP&A technology is fundamental to  
the success of their organization, but many feel they’re not  
sufficiently equipped to evaluate the costs and benefits of  
technology improvements. 
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The Growing Need  
for Budgeting and 
Forecasting Software
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The Benefits  
of Specialized  
Budgeting and  
Forecasting  
Software

CONSISTENCY AND REPORTING
Perhaps the greatest advantage budgeting and forecasting software has over 
spreadsheet-only budgeting is the ability to create “data trees” and consolidate data 
across an organization’s financial and operational landscape. 

Budgeting and forecasting software applications can easily create income 
statements categorized by department – lining up with the overall company’s 
statements. With a robust FP&A solution, balance sheet and cash flow statements are 
automatically created then consolidated no matter the company or department size.

Furthermore, finance departments may create presentation-style reporting for 
senior-level managers or effectively drill down to transaction detail reports for line-
level managers. This keeps each department on track with sales goals and expenses. 
Results are easily incorporated into the overall company’s cash flow statement, 
allowing executives the ability to better forecast profitability and losses.

All transactions are consolidated and automatically saved, unlike Excel. This 
consolidation branches throughout different departments, seamlessly updating 
various views.

PRIVACY
While many departments within an organization have fiscal responsibility, not all 
company information should be shared. Creating budgets in Excel allows all employees 
to view sensitive financial data that should be for senior management’s eyes only. 

Budgeting and forecasting applications provide built-in security settings, which 
allow access to authorized personnel only. Sensitive information stays within the 
confines of the senior management team or with authorized personnel.       
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EASE OF USE
FP&A software solutions are now easier to implement and run than ever and can be 
up and running in less than 48 hours. With training and support part of the initial 
purchase, businesses can better afford and utilize the software.

It’s also designed to be easy to use across all departments. Financial logic is built in, 
so anyone can quickly contribute to the financial statements and forecasts without 
having to create complicated formulas in Excel.

Some of the benefits include:

}   Built-in accounting logic (debit and credit accounting rules)

}   Automatic consolidations

}   Easy to understand and does not place a drain on IT resources

 }   Standardized GAAP reporting – P&L, balance sheet, cash flow, actuals vs. plan, 
line items and forecasts, monthly and quarterly

INITIAL INVESTMENT PAYS DIVIDENDS
Budgeting and forecasting software packages are surprisingly affordable, and the 
time savings mean most businesses can recoup their investment in as little as one 
budget cycle. Built-in intelligence, forecasting automation and self-serve reporting 
ensure ongoing savings that add to the ROI.

Many software applications have links to popular accounting and software 
applications like Sage, QuickBooks and Excel to make it easy for companies to 
integrate their organizational structure, chart of accounts and historical information 
into the application. Incorporating these entries manually can take countless hours 
and additional manpower.
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Checklist

When moving your company from 
Excel to a specialized budgeting and 
forecasting solution, there are four 
key areas to evaluate: modeling, 
budgeting and forecasting, reporting 
and analysis, and technology 
integration. The following checklist 
provides an overview of what 
features to look for in a solution:

MODELING
    Built-in business and financial logic
    Built-in spread and waterfall 

recognition schedules
    Organizational hierarchical views
    Driver-based planning
    Security

BUDGETING & FORECASTING
    Expense budgeting and reforecast/

rolling forecasts
    Workforce, capital asset,  

inventory, bills of materials,  
what-if scenario planning

    Revenue recognition
    Top-down allocation and budget-up 

calculations
    Debt and workflow management

REPORTING & ANALYSIS
    Automatic consolidation
    Integrated P&L, balance sheet  

and cash flow
    Drag & drop report builder,  

report distribution and  
statement of cash flows

    Presentation-style and  
multi-dimensional reporting  
drill-down level capabilities

TECHNOLOGY
    Database support
    Users supported
    Installation time in minutes and 

average implementation time
    Real-time data calculation –  

no batch processing
    Excel integration (prebuilt  

Excel templates)



Conclusion Specialized budgeting and forecasting software delivers more accurate, 
inclusive and timely budgets, along with significantly reduced budget 
creation time and resources. You can pinpoint profitability by business 
division, product or service lines as well as geographic region, enabling you 
to better distribute resources, cash and personnel. 

Additional benefits over spreadsheets include security, reducing errors and 
eliminating surprises that occur when multiple managers are creating the 
overall budget. And software provides layers of protection with workflow 
approval options in place.

Rather than a checklist item that’s done once a year and then put on a 
shelf, budgeting and planning software turns your budget into a year-round 
planning tool, allowing you to regularly measure performance vs. plan, 
forecast future performance, highlight potential risk and assess the 
financial impact of proposed business changes.

In short, the software removes the risk inherent in spreadsheet budgets, 
improving confidence in the quality of the financial data you rely on to 
make decisions – all year long.
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Centage Corporation’s 
Planning Maestro is a cloud-
native platform for intelligent planning 
and analytics that transforms how companies’ 
budget, forecast and report performance. Centage 
eliminates the time-consuming and error-prone activities 
associated with using spreadsheets and delivers sophisticated 
financial intelligence that can be implemented quickly and at an 
affordable price to small and mid-sized companies. With a direct 
line-of-sight into the organization’s financial health, Centage 
clients can react quickly to market changes, take intelligent 
risks, and capitalize on new opportunities. Centage serves more 
than 10,000 users worldwide. Visit us at Centage.com, follow us 
on Twitter, or visit the Centage Blog for the latest insights on 
intelligent planning strategies. 

About Centage

 
To learn what the Planning Maestro 
can do for your business, or to 
schedule a demonstration:

Visit: centage.com/contactus
Phone: (800) 366-5111
Email: info@centage.com

http://www.centage.com
https://twitter.com/centage
http://www.centage.com/blog/
https://www.centage.com/contact-centage-corporation
mailto:info%40centage.com?subject=


1.800.366.5111   |  www.centage.com

INTELLIGENT PLANNING & ANALYTICS

http://www.centage.com
http://www.linkedin.com/company-beta/89440/
https://www.facebook.com/Centage
https://twitter.com/centage
https://www.youtube.com/user/CentageCorpVideo
http://www.centage.com/blog/

