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Smarter spend,
stronger mission:
Finance Al for

higher education

Al is shaping the Office of the CFO by reducing manual processing
time, increasing compliance, and eliminating fraud

|

| : : II
|II |
| ¥
|
: ¥
| | II
J I
| / |
i
I
I
I
|

H ‘[ Ll [‘




The reality of campus finance is enormous complexity
and limited capacity

Colleges, universities, and research institutions operate some of the most intricate
finance environments in the world. Decentralized purchasing, grant-restricted funds,
study-abroad activity, athletics, advancement, and research centers generate
invoices and reimbursements with different rules, documentation standards, and
audit expectations. The burden of manual work required to enforce policies consis-
tently is overwhelming.

That complexity shows up in the volume and variety of supplier invoices, POs,
credit notes, and expense reports that far outstrip the capacity of small, centralized
teams. Invoice formats vary by vendor, receipts arrive as PDFs or images, documen-
tation sits in email threads, and policy interpretation differs by approver and unit. It’s
common for a handful of AP staff to manage invoice volumes for nine-figure annual
spend, creating backlogs and vendor friction. Spot-checking misses duplicates,
split bills, and personal charges. Blanket review is too slow to meet vendor expec-
tations. When funding sources shift, coding mistakes can cascade into reporting
errors and audit exceptions.

For many institutions, budgets are consistently threatened, adding additional pres-
sure to overworked teams. The last thing they need is the friction of late payments,
“Where’s my check?” emails, budget owners left in the dark, and year-end scram-
bles to assemble evidence.

“When | took over AP, we had eight people, and today we still have
eight. We didn’t eliminate any positions —we just transformed their
roles. Instead of spending 90% of their time on data entry, they've
become subject matter experts on the entire procure-to-pay process.”

Jon Hendrix
AVP of Revenue, Receivables, and Payables
Georgetown University

The Al adoption gap in higher ed finance

Top-of-mind for business officers, according to NACUBQO’s State of Higher
Education: Top 5 Business Issues of 2025, are the unpredictability of funding,
workforce constraints, and rising operating costs. The urgency to modernize
back-office processes without disrupting mission-critical teaching and research has
increased dramatically.

According to a recent KPMG global Al in finance report, the corporate adoption
rate of Al in finance is 71%. In contrast, higher education respondents to the 2025
EDUCAUSE Al Landscape Study shared that Al adoption was scattered through-
out their institutions. Just over half (52%) reported that Al was used on their cam-
puses to support general administrative workflows.

For finance teams, the reasons are practical: tight budgets, with only 2% of insti-
tutions reporting new funding for Al initiatives; fragmented ERPs and procurement
stacks; grant-driven compliance obligations; and gaps in policy, data governance,
and workforce Al literacy. These barriers keep many AP and expense teams manu-
ally reviewing, while other campus departments pilot Al.



Academia cannot afford to lag behind the tech curve

The adoption of new technologies can be slow in educational institutions. But in
today’s budgetary environment, finance is one area where academia cannot afford
to fall behind. The need for tighter compliance and spend control is just too great.

Universities and research institutions are seeing measurable gains in cost control
and compliance from using Al to link finance workflows to operations like procure-
ment, travel, and grants. Finance teams shift from after-the-fact reporting to ac-
tively shaping outcomes for teaching and research. By auditing 100% of expense
reports and auto-validating invoices in real time, institutions have consistently cut
errors, sped cycle times, and enforced sponsor and institutional policies across
colleges and campuses.

Modern finance Al matches experienced auditor accuracy. It learns from human
feedback and runs without constant IT upkeep. The payoff is a lower administra-
tive cost per transaction, fewer audit findings, and finance teams with the time and
insight to support faculty and research. Universities using finance Al are trans-
forming how their invoices and expenses are managed.

Control and speed with finance Al automation

The complex mix of compliance pressures, budget limits, and decentralized
purchasing confronting finance teams in higher education won't be solved with
incremental improvements. Hiring more staff is also unrealistic.

What works is intelligent automation that checks each invoice and expense the
moment it arrives, applies policy the same way for every unit, and produces evi-
dence auditors can trust.

The payoff shows up where campuses feel it most. It flags issues before pay-
ment and autonomously processes compliant expenses and invoices for you. Al
reads PDFs and email attachments. It accurately classifies line items. And it maps
charges to the right project or fund, enforcing travel and grant terms uniformly
across departments and schools. When something looks off, it sends it to the
right approver with a short explanation and supporting documents attached. This
reduces back-and-forth and keeps faculty and vendors out of limbo. It surfaces
insights you can act on, producing evidence auditors can trust.

For a practical rollout plan that yields measurable results within a single semester,
finance Al delivers. There has never been a better time for learning institutions to
rethink the finance tech stack and automate smarter.

From automations to autonomy: Al that pays off

Unfortunately, there isn’t a single solution for every operation. That's why AppZen’s
Mastermind Al Automation Platform delivers an ecosystem of Al technologies that,
together, deliver outsized returns and help you reach your highest possible level of
autonomous finance. Your team can confidently make adjustments with full gov-
ernance and control, and without the need for coding, IT assistance, or customer
management tickets.

“l can set up audit rules in AppZen
for the system to verify, thereby
minimizing the time | would spend
reviewing a report.”

Helene J., T&E Team Lead,
Strategic Education, Inc. G2, 5-star review




What do Al-driven AP and expense auditing look like?

Bringing order to the flow of PDFs, emails, and continuously changing policy
details improves control and speed. You need tools with the structure to do that,
without a disruptive rebuild. Here’s what it looks like when AppZen’s Al automation
platform is applied to your standard operating procedures and processes.

Intelligent automation

Al systems understand invoices and receipts because they gather contextual
cues. This makes it easier for the system to read PDFs and images, extract the
fields that matter, and map each line to the right account, project, or fund. The Al
recognizes vendors, catches duplicates, spots broken math, and even recognizes
fake receipts created using generative Al.

AppZen’'s Autonomous AP and Expense Audit only allow processing to move
forward when documents are complete and policy-compliant. AppZen Card Audit
reviews 100% of card transactions and validates policy compliance using Al that
connects seamlessly to bank and card networks. In all three cases, outliers pause
for review so they never become rework. A suite of fraud-catching Al models even
spots and stops Al-generated fakes. Customers report high straight-through pro-
cessing and faster cycle times.

Consistent policy application

The same business logic should be enforced equally everywhere. You only want to
teach your audit and processing system your travel rules, sponsor terms, and local
thresholds once. With AppZen’s Mastermind Al Automation Platform, institutional
policies and enforcement logic are applied consistently within the same institution.

At the same time, you can create specific checks and validations across colleges,
departments, teaching hospitals, labs, auxiliaries, and specialized programs that
capture different policy requirements. Low-risk invoices and compliant expenses
flow straight through, while ambiguous or risky items are automatically routed for
closer attention, with a clear explanation and the requested evidence. This makes
it easier to centralize processing while still applying the appropriate GL account
codes, for example.

An Al service center approach

Replacing ad-hoc email triage from distributed AP inboxes with a centralized Al
system creates a “service center” that organizes vendor emails, links messages
to the right transactions, drafts status replies using ERP data, and highlights what
needs action. AppZen Inbox Workbench gives you a single vantage point for
transactions, status reply drafts with relevant data, and a prioritized list of urgent
items. A dedicated Al Agent begins processing invoices automatically. Reviewers
see context, prior decisions, and more. Issues are fixed once instead of bouncing
between colleges and approvers.

Auditability by design

Every automated decision and message is logged with the data, rules, and doc-
uments used, producing the evidence auditors expect. As AppZen’s Al Agents
apply rules, make decisions, and take action on each document, users can watch
a running activity feed in real time. Each Al Agent also preserves a history of its
communications for full context during reviews and complete auditability later.

Finance Al for your entire team

CFOs and VPs of Finance

gain control and cost efficiency by
managing more volume without
added headcount, through
autonomous processing, faster
cycles, improved visibility, and fewer
findings at audit.

Controllers and finance directors
achieve reliable coding and

faster closes, with grant-ready
documentation. Ambiguous charges
are escalated with context instead
of guesswork.

AP leaders and their teams shift
from hand-keying data and chasing
emails to resolving clearly defined
exceptions. The work becomes
more analytical and less clerical.

Internal audit and compliance
benefit from end-to-end evidence
trails that align with sponsor and
regulator expectations.

IT leaders increase capability, not
risk, with finance-focused Al that

enforces governance, explains its
actions, and integrates safely with
existing systems.

Procurement improves three-way
match rates, eliminates duplicate
payments, and strengthens suppli-
er relationships with faster, more
accurate, and consistent communi-
cations.



Flexibility for inflexible processes

Not every process needs the agility of an Al Agent. Where inputs and outputs are
more structured, AppZen’s Pre-built and DIY Automations allow you to configure
powerful Al processing for straightforward, everyday processes. With intuitive
logic and drop-down menus, tasks like flagging alcohol purchases tied to specific
grants, or detecting sales tax added to tax-exempt purchases can be set up with-
out the help of IT or technical knowledge.

Continuous learning

Al systems that learn and improve are essential. Every high-confidence Al decision
or action, and every adjustment or response to the Al's requests for feedback,
becomes a teachable moment that improves its precision.

AppZen’s ecosystem of ZenLM Al models continuously learns from successfully
resolved transactions and user feedback. You no longer need to push specific
invoice templates on your vendors, either, as the Al quickly learns the different
formats seen across different departments and schools. With a template-free
system, approvals, re-codes, and rejections train the Al, so it recognizes those
specific patterns more quickly, and reviews take less time.

Deeper data insights

In a Chronicle of Higher Education survey, 97% of college administrators agreed
that higher education needs to rely more on data and analytics for strategic de-
cision-making. Al integrated into your data analysis lets you easily build complex
reports that tell the story behind the numbers by asking questions in everyday
language.

With AppZen’s Al Analytics woven throughout the platform, it’s easy to drill into
transaction details and interactive visualizations, and automate custom reports
that deliver business insights. An accounts payable manager can ask, “Which
suppliers produce the most invoice volume and what are the associated process-
ing times?” The answer is immediate and rich with specifics. An expense auditor
asking AppZen Coach, “Which employees submitted the most high-risk expens-
es last quarter?” receives a spend pattern analysis with recommendations for
policy improvements.

AppZen is trusted by leading universities and research institutions
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“We’ve gotten out of the business of data entry.
That’s what they used to hire people to do. Now, data
entry is an insignificant part of the job. It’s really about
relationship management.”

Jon Hendrix
AVP of Revenue, Receivables, and Payables
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Georgetown University’s AP transformation

Georgetown University’s success demonstrates what’s possible when policy, peo-
ple, and Al are aligned. The university was searching for a way to help a finance
team plagued by vendor friction. Six staff members manually processed supplier
invoices totalling roughly $400 million in annual spend within a decentralized,
heavily email-driven workflow. Backlogs, limited visibility, and inconsistent email
replies were the inevitable consequences.

When the team adopted Autonomous AP and AppZen Inbox Workbench, they
gained automated invoice capture and classification, a policy engine tuned to
their institutional rules, an AP email inbox that drafts vendor replies with live
status and due dates, and an exception workbench with clear reasons and re-
quested documents.

Within 6 months, two-thirds of their invoices were processed autonomously. They
achieved a 76% reduction in AP cycle time. And staff transferred thousands of
hours to higher-value work, without a rip-and-replace ERP project.

By the numbers

066%

invoices auto-approved

1,600

staff hours saved

6%

cycle time reduction




Measuring impact

The most useful signals are operational. Across higher-ed deployments, finance

teams managing heavy volumes with limited headcount commonly gain 50-80%
straight-through processing on routine invoices and expense reports within two
to three quarters. They also experience 30-70% faster cycle times as email han-
dling and approvals compress, and a durable drop in duplicates as systematic Al

checks replace spot reviews.

Finance operations that support the core mission

Once you've replaced inconsistent, inbox-driven workflows with a uniform policy
engine that applies the same rules everywhere, routine work disappears into
straight-through processing. Exceptions arrive with context and a fix. Vendor
email drafts save time with accurate, consistent messages pulled from your

ERP. Suppliers call less often and employees are reimbursed sooner. GL coding
accuracy improves, audits are easier, and your teams spend time on analysis, not
administration. The net effect is a finance operation that feels smaller, faster, and
more precise, accelerating your institution’s impact.

Schedule a personalized demo today to see how these patterns map to your cam-
pus. We'll share finance Al examples from institutions like yours, and explore how
you can fast-track measurable results.
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AppZen is the leader in autonomous spend and compliance management, rev-
olutionizing enterprise finance operations with its proprietary Al platform. Built
specifically for finance, AppZen’s solutions accurately automate expense audits,
card audits, and invoice processing. They integrate seamlessly into your existing
processes and learn from your workflows to drive operational efficiencies,
improve compliance, and help your business grow. Empower your AP, T&E, and
Card teams to transform your business with Al Agents. Learn why the world’s
largest companies trust AppZen’s Al platform to automate their finance opera-
tions. Visit www.appzen.com today.





