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WHAT YOU WILL LEARN AND WHY IT MATTERS

The ERP platform landscape has changed dramatically in the past decade, and the pace of change is

accelerating. Cloud-native platforms have matured to the point where they are the clear choice for most

growth-stage companies. The composable ERP model — assembling best-of-breed point solutions

around a financial core rather than deploying a single integrated suite — has become viable and in some

cases preferable to the integrated approach. Artificial intelligence has moved from aspirational roadmap

feature to functional capability in the financial close, expense management, and forecasting domains. And

the API-first architecture that underlies modern cloud ERP platforms has fundamentally changed what is

possible in financial systems integration.

This part gives the CFO the conceptual framework to navigate this landscape with analytical clarity rather

than vendor-influenced perception. It covers the major platforms for growth-stage companies, the

architectural choices that determine long-term analytical capability, the composable versus integrated

decision, and an honest assessment of where AI capabilities are genuinely mature versus where they

remain aspirational. The goal is not to produce a specific platform recommendation — which would be

obsolete within months and inappropriate without organizational context — but to give the finance leader

the evaluative framework to assess any platform against the requirements of the specific business.

THE MODERN ERP LANDSCAPE FOR GROWTH-STAGE COMPANIES

The ERP market for growth-stage technology companies has consolidated around a relatively small

number of platforms that dominate at specific stages of company development. Understanding which

platforms are most commonly deployed at each stage, and why, provides the market context for the more

rigorous requirements-based selection process described in Part Five.

For Series A and early Series B companies — typically with revenue below ten million dollars and finance

teams of one to three people — the dominant platforms are QuickBooks Online Advanced and Xero at the

simplest end, and Sage Intacct and NetSuite at the lower end of the mid-market. QuickBooks and Xero

are genuinely appropriate for very early-stage companies: they are inexpensive, require minimal

implementation, and handle the basic accounting and reporting requirements of a small business

adequately. Their limitations — weak multi-entity consolidation, limited custom reporting, modest API

capabilities — become binding constraints as the company grows and the analytical requirements of the

finance function increase.

For Series B through Series D companies — typically with revenue of ten to one hundred million dollars,

finance teams of five to twenty people, and growing analytical requirements — the dominant platforms are

NetSuite, Sage Intacct, and Microsoft Dynamics 365 Business Central. NetSuite is the most widely

deployed platform in this segment, with a large implementation partner ecosystem and strong multi-entity,

multi-currency, and e-commerce capabilities. Sage Intacct is the strongest choice for companies with

complex revenue recognition requirements, particularly SaaS companies with ASC 606 compliance
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needs. Microsoft Dynamics 365 Business Central has the deepest integration with the Microsoft

ecosystem, making it advantageous for companies heavily invested in Microsoft 365 and Azure.

For Series D and Series E companies — typically with revenue above one hundred million dollars,

multi-entity structures, international operations, and investor or pre-IPO scrutiny of financial reporting

quality — the dominant platforms shift toward Microsoft Dynamics 365 Finance, Workday Financial

Management, and SAP S/4HANA. These enterprise-grade platforms offer significantly more sophisticated

financial reporting, stronger internal controls frameworks, and more robust audit trails than the mid-market

platforms, but they also require substantially more implementation investment and ongoing administration

capability. The transition from a mid-market ERP to an enterprise platform is one of the most significant

financial systems projects a growth-stage company undertakes, and it typically requires twelve to

twenty-four months of implementation effort.

CLOUD-NATIVE VERSUS LEGACY CLOUD VERSUS ON-PREMISE

The deployment model choice — cloud-native versus legacy cloud versus on-premise — is among the

most consequential architectural decisions in ERP selection, with long-term implications for

implementation cost, ongoing maintenance burden, and the pace at which the organization can access

new capabilities as they are developed.

Cloud-native ERP platforms — NetSuite, Sage Intacct, Workday, and most modern mid-market platforms

— are built from the ground up to run as multi-tenant cloud services. They are maintained and updated by

the vendor on a continuous or frequent-release schedule, meaning the customer always runs a current

version of the software without performing upgrades. Their architecture is designed for API-first

integration, making connections to other cloud services relatively straightforward. Their operational

maintenance burden on the customer is minimal — the vendor manages the infrastructure, the security,

and the application maintenance. For growth-stage companies, cloud-native platforms are almost

universally the right architectural choice: they reduce the IT complexity of the ERP operation, ensure

access to the latest capabilities including AI features as they are released, and eliminate the upgrade

projects that consume significant resources on legacy platforms.

Legacy cloud ERP platforms — older platforms that have been rehosted in cloud infrastructure but not

re-architected for cloud-native operation — present a more complex picture. These platforms are typically

large enterprise systems whose original architecture was designed for on-premise deployment, and whose

cloud deployment represents a hosting change rather than an architectural transformation. They offer the

compliance and functionality depth of enterprise systems but without the full benefits of cloud-native

architecture — updates require more intervention, integration is less straightforward, and the operational

maintenance burden remains higher than true cloud-native platforms.

On-premise ERP deployment — running the ERP software on hardware the organization owns or leases,

with internal responsibility for infrastructure maintenance, security, and upgrades — is no longer the
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appropriate choice for most growth-stage companies. The infrastructure management burden, the

upgrade complexity, and the capital cost of on-premise deployment all represent competitive

disadvantages relative to cloud-native alternatives. The primary remaining use cases for on-premise ERP

are highly regulated industries with specific data sovereignty requirements that prevent cloud deployment,

and organizations with such customized legacy implementations that the cost of migrating to a cloud

platform exceeds the benefit.

THE COMPOSABLE ERP MODEL

The composable ERP model — assembling a financial system from best-of-breed components rather than

deploying a single integrated suite — has become a genuinely viable architectural approach in the past

five years, driven by the maturation of API-first platforms and the emergence of integration middleware

that makes connecting multiple cloud applications practical.

The composable model typically involves a financial core — the general ledger, accounts payable,

accounts receivable, and financial reporting capabilities of a mid-market ERP like NetSuite or Sage Intacct

— combined with specialized best-of-breed applications for specific financial processes: a dedicated

revenue recognition platform for ASC 606 compliance, a dedicated expense management platform with

strong mobile capabilities, a dedicated payroll platform with deep HCM integration, and a dedicated FP&A;

platform for planning and forecasting. Each component is selected because it excels at its specific function

in a way that a generalist ERP module does not.

The advantages of the composable model are genuine. The best-of-breed expense management platform

typically has superior user experience, better receipt capture, more flexible policy enforcement, and

stronger analytics than the expense module of a general-purpose ERP. The best-of-breed revenue

recognition platform typically handles complex contract structures, variable consideration, and

multi-element arrangements more accurately than the native revenue module of most mid-market ERPs.

When the quality difference is meaningful and the volume of transactions is high, the best-of-breed

advantage can justify the additional integration complexity.

The disadvantages of the composable model are equally real. Every additional component in the stack

adds integration complexity, data consistency risk, and operational maintenance burden. A financial

system assembled from six specialized components requires six vendor relationships, six integration

connections, six upgrade cycles, and six potential failure points. When data flows incorrectly between

components — when the expense management platform and the general ledger have different transaction

classifications, or when the payroll platform and the HCM system fall out of sync — the reconciliation

burden can exceed the efficiency benefit that the best-of-breed component was supposed to provide.

The decision between integrated suite and composable model should be made on the basis of specific

requirements analysis rather than architectural preference. For each specialized function where a

best-of-breed alternative is being considered, the analysis should compare the capability gap between the
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suite module and the best-of-breed alternative, the integration complexity cost of adding the best-of-breed

component, and the total cost of ownership difference over a five-year horizon. Functions where the

capability gap is large and the integration complexity is manageable are genuine composable model

candidates; functions where the suite module is adequate and the integration adds significant complexity

are better served by the integrated approach.

API-FIRST ARCHITECTURE AND FINANCIAL SYSTEMS INTEGRATION

The shift to API-first architecture in cloud ERP platforms is one of the most significant changes in the

financial systems landscape in the past decade. An API — application programming interface — is a

standardized connection point that allows one software system to exchange data with another

programmatically, without manual intervention. API-first architecture means the platform was designed

from the ground up to expose all of its functions and data through APIs, making integration with other

systems a first-class capability rather than an afterthought.

For finance leaders, the practical significance of API-first architecture is the integration flexibility it enables.

A financial system built on API-first architecture can connect to the CRM to receive customer and contract

data, to the HCM system to receive headcount and compensation data, to the product analytics platform to

receive usage data, to the expense management system to receive expense report data, and to the

FP&A; planning tool to exchange financial plan and actual data — all through reliable, maintainable API

connections that keep data synchronized without manual intervention.

The data flow enabled by API-first integration is the technical foundation for the financial intelligence

platform described in Part One. When financial transaction data from the ERP is automatically enriched

with customer data from the CRM, usage data from the product platform, and headcount data from the

HCM, the analytical dimensions available in the financial system expand dramatically. Revenue can be

analyzed not just by product and geography but by customer segment, customer health score, and

acquisition cohort. Costs can be analyzed not just by cost center and expense category but by team,

project, and customer-facing activity. These cross-dimensional analyses are the ones that most directly

support the FP&A; work described in the FP&A; series — and they require API-first financial systems

architecture to produce reliably and efficiently.

The evaluation of API-first architecture quality should be a specific component of every ERP vendor

assessment. The relevant questions are not whether the platform has APIs — all modern platforms do —

but whether the APIs are comprehensive in their coverage of the platform's data and functionality, whether

they are well-documented and supported, whether they are stable across platform versions, and whether

the vendor has a track record of maintaining API backwards compatibility as the platform evolves.

Vendors with poor API quality — incomplete coverage, poor documentation, breaking changes in new

releases — will create integration maintenance burdens that consume significant engineering resources

over the platform's operational life.
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WHAT AI IS ACTUALLY CHANGING IN FINANCIAL SYSTEMS

Artificial intelligence capabilities in ERP platforms are the subject of more vendor marketing than any other

topic in the financial systems landscape, and distinguishing the genuine advances from the aspirational

claims requires the same analytical discipline applied to AI in the FP&A; context in the FP&A; series.

The AI capabilities that are genuinely mature and delivering value in financial systems today fall into four

categories. Automated transaction categorization — the machine learning classification of expense

transactions into appropriate GL accounts based on vendor name, transaction description, and amount

pattern — is a mature capability that all leading expense management platforms and many ERP platforms

now offer. It reduces the manual coding burden on accounts payable and finance operations teams by

eliminating the need for human review of routine, pattern-consistent transactions. The accuracy rates for

well-trained categorization models are high enough — typically above ninety-five percent for common

transaction types — that the review burden for the remaining five percent is much lower than the manual

coding burden for one hundred percent.

Anomaly detection in the financial close — the automated identification of journal entries, account

balances, or transaction patterns that deviate from expected ranges — is a mature capability that is

increasingly standard in modern accounting platforms. It reduces the risk of financial statement errors and

fraud by flagging unusual items for human review rather than allowing them to pass through undetected in

high-volume transaction environments.

Cash flow forecasting improvement through machine learning — using the full historical pattern of cash

receipts and disbursements, enriched with external data about customer payment behavior, to produce

more accurate short-term cash forecasts than spreadsheet-based approaches — is an emerging

capability that is genuinely delivering measurable improvement in organizations with sufficient transaction

history and data quality to train the models.

Natural language querying of financial data — the ability to ask financial questions in plain language and

receive data-driven answers without writing SQL queries or navigating report menus — is an early-stage

but rapidly maturing capability. The current generation of natural language interfaces for financial systems

can handle a significant range of standard financial queries accurately, though they remain unreliable for

complex or ambiguous questions and require human verification of the results they produce.

ACTIONS TO TAKE IN THE NEXT THIRTY DAYS

The following actions will build the ERP landscape literacy required to participate effectively in platform

selection conversations.

The first action is to research the two or three ERP platforms most commonly deployed by companies at

your current stage in your industry. For each platform, identify three or four reference customers of similar
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size and business model, request introductions through the vendor, and conduct structured conversations

about their selection rationale, implementation experience, and current satisfaction with the platform.

These reference conversations will provide more relevant market intelligence than any analyst report or

vendor briefing.

The second action is to assess your current financial system architecture against the API-first evaluation

criteria described in this part. Can the current system exchange data with your CRM, HCM, and FP&A;

tools through reliable API connections? How much manual data transfer is currently required between

systems that should be integrated? The answers will quantify the integration limitation of the current

architecture and provide specific requirements for the integration capabilities of any replacement platform.

The third action is to identify the specific AI-powered financial capabilities that are most relevant to your

organization's analytical needs and to assess whether any of those capabilities are available in your

current platform or in platforms you are evaluating. For each relevant capability, determine whether the

platform's AI feature is genuinely mature — with documented accuracy rates, reference customers who

can verify the results, and a clear understanding of the data quality requirements — or whether it is

primarily a roadmap commitment rather than a current production capability.

The fourth action is to evaluate whether any components of your current financial system architecture are

candidates for the composable model — specific functions where a best-of-breed alternative would

provide substantially better capability than the current integrated approach. For each candidate, estimate

the integration complexity cost and compare it to the capability improvement benefit. The evaluation will

reveal whether the composable model provides a genuine cost-benefit advantage for your specific

situation or whether the integrated approach is more appropriate.
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CLOSING PERSPECTIVE

The ERP landscape is more complex and more dynamic than it was ten years ago, and the CFO who

navigates it effectively will make platform selection decisions based on a clear understanding of the

architectural choices and their long-term implications rather than on vendor presentations and peer

recommendations. Cloud-native architecture, API-first integration, and genuine AI capabilities are shaping

the next generation of financial systems in ways that will determine the analytical ceiling of the finance

function for years after the initial implementation.

The conceptual framework in this part equips the finance leader to evaluate any platform against those

dimensions, to distinguish genuine capability from marketing aspiration, and to make the architectural

choices that build the financial intelligence platform rather than merely the accounting system. Part Four

begins the requirements work that translates this framework into the specific organizational needs the new

system must address.
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COMING NEXT IN THE SERIES

Part 4 — Requirements Definition: What the Business Actually Needs

Part Four covers the most expensive mistake in ERP implementation — inadequate requirements

definition — and the rigorous process for avoiding it: the requirements gathering methodology, functional

and technical requirements documentation, future-state process design, and the requirements traceability

matrix that prevents scope creep throughout the implementation.
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