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The expense audit tool you choose will
define your finance team’s future

According to a Gartner report, nearly 60% of CFOs planned to increase

their finance-specific Al investments by 10% or more in 2026. And while
most expense management platforms are now promising intelligent
automation, few can deliver it. The difference between a tool that checks
boxes and one that drives measurable return on investment (ROI) comes
down to this question: Does the Al work for you, or are you forced to work
around it?

This guide covers what finance leaders need to consider when choosing an Al-driven
expense audit solution, the common pitfalls that erode ROI, and why agentic Al is the new

standard your organization should demand.

Why detection alone isn’t enough
Most expense management platforms now claim Al-powered audit coverage, transaction
monitoring, risk scoring, and policy flagging. The gap isn’'t between Al and no Al anymore. It's

between tools that surface problems and tools that solve them.

A system that flags a violation and routes it to a human reviewer has not reduced your audit
workload. It has redistributed it. Your team still owns the decision, the follow-up, and the
resolution. The cost is lower, but the dependency on headcount hasn't changed.

The cost of manual auditing at scale

For decades, manual sampling covered 10-15% of expense reports. The other 85-90% went
unreviewed. In a global organization, that invisible spend adds up fast. Duplicate submissions,
misclassified expenses, policy violations, and outright fraud fall comfortably into the
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unchecked 90%. Organizations managed this gap through Business Process Outsourcing
(BPO), routing manual audit work to low-cost labor hubs.

Historically, as companies grew, finance costs grew linearly. Although BPO offered a short-

term solution, three fundamental problems have made it unsustainable:

e BPO staff lack the context of your company’s specific policies.
¢ Visibility and control over spend erode as volume increases.
¢ Cost stagnation means the ROI of BPO has steadily declined.

Today, the transition toward Al and away from BPO is a recognition that manual auditing,
even outsourced, cannot scale to match the speed and complexity of modern enterprise

spend in the ways that Al can.

The shift to agentic Al in finance

Claiming agents are included in a solution and deploying them are very different
things. Agentic Al is not a technical upgrade. It’s a redesign of the finance
operating model. Al can score transactions, but agentic Al autonomously
resolves them, fetching context, evaluating policy, and acting on your behalf.
Rather than doing the work, your finance team directs the work. As transaction

volume grows, headcount doesn’t have to.

Understanding what Al means in expense management

The term “Al” appears in most expense management vendors’ marketing materials. However,
not all Al is the same, and how different solutions employ Al in practice varies dramatically.
Before evaluating any tool, it helps to understand the difference between the three basic
types of Al for finance.

Conversational and assistive Al
Chatbots, keyword flagging tools, and Al that guides workflows reduce manual effort and

improve the user experience. However, they still depend on humans to make decisions. They

assist, but they don't act.



Intelligent automation

Intelligent automation reads every transaction, cross-references policy in real time, and flags
patterns no human auditor could spot across thousands of reports simultaneously. Accuracy
improves with every decision your team makes. This form of Al automation is more advanced
and thorough than conversational Al, yet it still lacks the ability to take substantive action on
its own.

Agentic Al

Agentic Al doesn’t wait for a human to review a flagged item. It resolves it. It queries external
data sources, interprets policy context, and approves, rejects, or escalates with a full audit
trail. It acts like a digital coworker with full decision-making authority.
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Three common Al pitfalls, and how to avoid them

Pitfall 1: Thinking OCR is enough

Many buyers assume that if a tool uses Optical Character Recognition (OCR) to read
receipts, the audit is fully automated. It isn’'t. Standard OCR only extracts text, it cannot
understand context. It cannot differentiate between “Spa” water on a grocery receipt and a

“spa” service at a resort. For your audit, that distinction is everything.

Al that uses Computer Vision and Natural Language Processing (NLP) to read like a human
auditor cross-references merchant names against external databases to verify whether a
“restaurant” is actually a prohibited venue. That level of intelligence turns data extraction into
genuine audit coverage.



Pitfall 2: Confusing coverage with resolution

For years, 100% transaction coverage was the goal that every vendor promised, and every
CFO demanded. It is of key importance, but the finance industry agreed on the wrong finish
line. A platform that reviews every transaction and still routes every exception to a human
auditor hasn’t reduced your audit labor. It has reorganized it. The work is the same. The
queue just looks different.

Coverage is not the metric that actually predicts ROI. It’'s the autonomous resolution rate.
This is the percentage of flagged transactions the system closes without a human in the
loop. When it’s low, you've only built a sophisticated triage layer on top of the same process
you started with. A high autonomous resolution rate solves your headcount problem, allowing

your team to scale the work as volume increases.

Pitfall 3: Al that is confidently wrong

Many organizations expect Al to reach 100% autonomous decision-making from day one.
That expectation sets teams up for disappointment and introduces risk. The danger isn’'t the
Al making a mistake. It’s the Al being confidently wrong. No system, human or Al, is 100%
accurate. A system that acts with high certainty on a bad decision is harder to catch

and more costly to correct than one that catches itself and escalates to a human when

it’s uncertain.

Enterprise Al must be designed to recognize the limits of its own confidence. When an Al-
driven solution uses a confidence threshold model, it doesn’t guess. If the certainty of its
decision falls below a set threshold, it proactively pauses and hands the case off to a human
reviewer, with the full context included. Your team only steps in when its professional
judgment is needed.

“Appzen’s tools and Al helps us tremendously with cross-checking and
cross-referencing against our policies and compliances, and saves us a
tremendous amount of time. Just having Appzen go through the first
round of the validation process helps us save time and streamline our
processes and workflow. Additionally, their reporting/metric/analysis tool
is beyond immeasurable.”

— Verified AppZen customer, G2 Review
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Why the difference between hard and soft ROl matters
Understanding the full picture when measuring the ROI of Al-powered expense tools
requires two dimensions of data: “hard” ROl and “soft” ROIl. Hard ROI captures the
measurable gains in efficiency and bottom-line savings. Soft ROI tracks the human element,
such as employee satisfaction and the behavior changes that define work culture.

Hard ROI

Lower operating costs
Finance Al moves your team from doing the work to directing it. When transaction volume

grows, headcount doesn’t have to grow proportionally. Al Agents handle the repetitive audit
tasks. People handle the decisions that require human judgment. Whichever platform you
choose should also allow you to adjust audit logic yourself, without waiting on costly or
extensive vendor support.

Faster processing time
Every transaction is read line by line, cross-referenced with external sources, and assessed

against your policy in seconds. A report that once took hours to review takes 2.26 minutes.
The measure that matters is how many decisions the system resolves without your team ever

seeing them, because higher autonomy means lower cost-per-transaction.

Recovered spend
Automated detection of duplicate submissions, misclassified expenses, and out-of-policy

spend directly recovers what would otherwise go undetected. But recovery is only half the
value. The best Al expense tools use every resolved exception to make your policies sharper,
surfacing the patterns behind individual violations so your team can close the gaps before
they recur.

Soft ROI

Finance team confidence
Your team gains a defensible audit trail that they can reference for any expense report. When

a policy question arises in a leadership meeting, the data is easily available. When a violation
pattern emerges, you have the evidence to act on it. Every decision is traceable, and every
audit trail is available on demand.

Stakeholder experience
One-click reporting gives every stakeholder, including finance, HR, and leadership, immediate

access to the benchmarks and metrics they need. That accessibility reduces friction and



builds confidence in the finance function.

Employee behavior change
Consistent enforcement changes behavior. Employees who previously bent policy, often

through habit rather than intent, correct course when they understand that every submission

is reviewed. The loopholes close themselves.

“Probably 97% of employees have the right intentions. They’re trying to
adhere to policy. Maybe it’s just a misinterpretation of policy or policy
ignorance. Maybe it's a new employee who didn’t realize you can'’t travel
Business Class. For the most part, awareness really drives that change.
People know that someone else is looking at not just the receipts, but the
behavior and the patterns.”

Andrew Aguirre
T.D. Williamson, Corporate Treasurer & Sr. Director



Six capabilities any Al expense tool should have
Use the following framework to structure your evaluation.

O Automation depth: What percentage of expense audit tasks are fully automated
vs. semi-automated? Does the system act, or does it merely flag, while your team
makes the final call?q

O Policy intelligence and compliance: How does your Al model learn and improve
over time? Can the Al interpret expense policy context, or does it only match
keywords? Can it distinguish between a legitimate exception and a consistent
violation? How do you support global teams with different policies, currencies,
and compliance requirements?

O Integration and implementation: Does it connect natively with your ERP, expense
platform, and data sources? Or does it require a manual data transfer? What
does onboarding look like, and what support do you provide during
implementation?

O Scalability: WWhen your expense report volume doubles, can the system handle it
without adding headcount?

n User experience: Is the interface accessible to non-technical users? When and
how will IT or professional services be required?

O Security and governance: \What data privacy protections are in place? Is there a
full audit trail for every decision the Al makes?

Common mistakes when choosing an Al expense audit tool

Chasing flashy Al features

A compelling demo is not a deployment. Ask vendors to show you the tool running on your
actual expense policy scenarios, including edge cases, exception handling, and multi-country
submissions. If they can only demo the clean path, that’s likely the only path that works.
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Underestimating change management
Adoption is not automatic. Communicate clearly to your finance team and to employees
what will change, why it's changing, and how the system will support them rather than

replace them.

Overlooking Al Logic
Your Al Agents are digital coworkers learning your policy. If the system is returning false
positives, the first question to ask is whether your team is interpreting the policy consistently.

Often, the Al is surfacing a policy ambiguity that existed before it arrived.

Underestimating integration complexity
Integration with your existing ERP and expense platform is not a one week task. Understand

the full implementation timeline, what resources you’ll need internally, and what the vendor

provides during the hyper-care period.

Choosing tools that don’t scale

The ROI of an Al expense audit tool should increase as your transaction volume grows. If the
cost model scales linearly with volume, you haven't escaped the headcount trap; you've just
replaced it with a different vendor. Look for tools where the cost-per-transaction drops as

expense reports increase.



Prioritize a platform that manages over one that monitors
The best Al-powered expense tool is not the one with the most features. It’'s the one that
adapts to your organization over time and proactively manages spend.

Detection-first model

Surfaces exceptions through risk scoring
and routes them to your audit team for
review and action

Resolution is handled through managed
services layers, not autonomous action

Audit efficiency improves, but headcount
requirements don’'t change

Finance team expertise is consumed by
exception management and analyst
coordination

Reporting surfaces behavioral patterns for

audit team to review

Resolution-first model

Autonomously approves, rejects, or
escalates exceptions with a full audit
trail

Exceptions are closed without a human
in the loop, freeing your team’s time

As transaction volume grows, Al agents
scale with it, headcount doesn’t have to

Finance team expertise is reserved for
policy strategy, and leadership
decisions

Reporting drives policy refinement and
informs strategic decisions at the
leadership level

How AppZen’s Agentic Al transforms expense auditing

Our platform deploys specialized Al Agents, each trained to handle a unique expense risk.
Together, they deliver end-to-end audit coverage that no human team and no detection-only
platform can match. For example:

¢ Duplicate Detection Agent: |[dentifies expense reports submitted multiple times,
including same-day resubmissions and cross-period duplicates.

¢ Receipt Itemization Agent: Reads and categorizes every line of every receipt using
Computer Vision and NLP, not just OCR text extraction.

¢ Fraud Detection Agent: Flags high-risk items based on behavioral patterns, merchant
data, and historical spend, rather than keyword matches alone.
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¢ Policy Enforcement Agent: Applies your specific policy in real time, distinguishing
between genuine exceptions and consistent violations.

¢ Anomaly Detection Agent: Identifies spend that deviates from individual or team
baselines, surfacing patterns before they become systemic problems.

e Compliance Agent: Supports specialized requirements, including HCP spend via the
Sunshine Act, Fapiao validation, and VAT compliance.

A variety of Al technologies, working together

Our platform doesn’t rely on a single model. We deploy the right technology for each task.
Linear models handle consistent, rule-adjacent decisions. Computer Vision and NLP read
receipts like a human auditor would. Conversational Al handles the clarification and
resolution layer, querying context and acting on it in real time. Through AppZen Al Agent
Studio, your team can define custom audit logic and standard operating procedures (SOPs)
without opening a support ticket.

Expense Audit also integrates directly with Workday and SAP Concur with no manual data

transfers and no parallel systems required. Your audit runs inside the workflows your team
already uses, and when a violation is resolved, the outcome flows directly into your existing
finance stack.

Theright tool earns its place. Start here.
Choosing an Al expense tool is both a technology and an operating model decision. The right

tool redefines how your finance team works, what your organization spends, and how your
leaders trust the data they receive.

Ask vendors for proof, not promises. Bring your hardest policy scenarios to every demo.
Understand the full implementation path before you sign. And hold every vendor to this
guide’s high standards.

If you're ready to see what that looks like for your organization, we're ready to show you.
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