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1. Introduction 

The purpose of financial statements is to provide information for current and po-

tential groups of stakeholders. The requirement for this information is very high 

– especially in terms of reliability, verifiability and correctness. A further re-

quirement – which gained importance over the last few decades – is the timeli-

ness of information. The growing relevance of timeliness refers to the increased 

economic dynamism on capital markets and to the globalization of commercial 

markets. In order to be able to react immediately to changing market- and com-

petitive-situations, crucial information must be made available for all economic 

groups.1  

However, the aforementioned requirements of financial information lead to a di-

lemma: Financial departments are caught between two different objectives. The 

first objective is to generate and provide financial and operating information 

sooner. But at the same time the second objective refers to keep information in-

house for as long as possible, to ensure the reliability and correctness of the 

information.2  

This raises the question of how to meet the challenge of providing reliable data 

in a timely manner.3 The central objective of this thesis is to provide strategies 

and measures to find an answer to the question at hand, based on an analysis 

of the conceptual framework of a “Fast Close”.  

After this introduction the following section provides fundamental information 

about the ordinary financial closing procedure with special regard to the Ger-

man national accounting-law and the international accounting standards US-

GAAP and IFRS.  

The third chapter focuses on the theoretical approach of an accelerated finan-

cial close, commonly known as “Fast Close”. The chapter includes an analysis 

                                            
1 Cf. Eggemann and Petry, 2002, p. 1635; Schulte, 2006, p. 1.  
2 Cf. Bragg, 2009, p. 3. 
3 Mäder and Schärli, 2002, p. 1079.  
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of reasons and drivers for organisations to accelerate their financial closure. In 

contrast to this potential challenges are described, which have to be taken into 

consideration when aiming to be successful at improving processes. On this 

basis an exemplary approach for the execution of a fast close project is de-

scribed. To expand the focus, this chapter closes with a provision of empirical 

investigation on closing speed in different countries and on different stock mar-

kets. In addition to that a benchmark analysis about the closing speed of the ten 

largest pharmaceutical companies in the world provides insights into the devel-

opment of the closing speed in this industry.  

The fourth section transfers the theoretical background knowledge into a practi-

cal dimension, where Abbott, an international healthcare group and one of the 

ten largest pharmaceutical companies in the world, serves as the practical ref-

erence of this thesis. The focus in this section is to describe the established 

processes of the financial closure at the German affiliate-sites in Hannover and 

Neustadt am Rübenberge. Based on this, already implemented process-

improvements are shown and subsequently further practical oriented measures 

on how to improve the financial closing process in terms of closing speed and 

closing quality within Abbott are developed.  

In conclusion, the conceptual framework of a fast financial closing process is 

discussed.  

2. Financial Closing Process 

The term “Financial Close” refers to the common explanation of the summariza-

tion of records and data about business transactions during a certain period of 

time. This process requires the continual recording of business events during 

the business year. Once collected, the recorded data gets processed and sum-

marized into a financial statement. The final statement is put through an audit-

ing process and finally gets published and distributed to different groups of 

stakeholders, such as shareholders, rating agencies, journalists and employees 

who are highly interested in information about the organisation. 
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However, the focus on a closing process revision is not only important for inter-

national groups and big corporations, even medium-sized companies should 

focus on an acceleration of their financial closing process as well, since the rat-

ing-agencies and banks often take their annual financial statements into ac-

count when granting credits.  

To summarise, closing process acceleration is positive if the quality and the re-

liability of the reported figures do not suffer. If an organisation faces the men-

tioned trade-off between quality and timeliness, it is important to achieve a good 

balance between these dimensions and not focus solely on time or quality. In 

general and in the long run, the expected negative outcome of wrong, but quick-

ly provided figures and information tends to be higher than the outcome of cor-

rect figures and information, provided at a later time.  

6. Conclusion and Outlook 

The closing process has to be performed without any delay in every single part 

of the organisation, no matter of their size. As soon as the financial reporting of 

the smallest subsidiary in the group is delayed, it does not matter if the reporting 

of all other parts of the organisation is on time or even before the due date – the 

consolidation will be delayed until the individual financial information of every 

sub-division is prepared and transmitted.  

The greatest potential to accelerate the closing speed is hidden in steps, where 

manual process interventions are currently used. Manual process interventions 

often emerge because of lacks in the uniformity in the software-solutions. This 

underlines the high potential of a comprehensive and integrated ERP-solution, 

which is the measure with the greatest effect on the sustainable acceleration of 

the closing process.  

Irrespective of regulatory compliance of deadlines for month-end-, end-of-

quarter- and year-end-closing, capital market participants are expecting an in-
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creasingly quick publication of financial statements, which is used to formulate a 

basis for decisions.207  

This thesis could show several measures and strategies, which an organisation 

can take into consideration in order to accelerate their financial closing process 

and to simultaneously ensure high quality data at the same time. The most im-

portant ones are: 

 Temporal forward displacement of close-relevant tasks and activities; 

 Standardisation of in-house processes, across affiliates and entities; 

 Reduction of in-house communication lines; 

 Simplification of estimation procedures, especially in the field of inventory 

and fixed assets; 

 Improvement of process support on the IT-side; 

 Target-oriented optimisation of the process organisation. 

Fast close goals and achievements usually become realized within the scope of 

a project. The corporate head office is reliant on an immediate data submission 

by the affiliates right after the closing date. Any delay at an early stage is re-

flected in the publication date of the consolidated financial statement. This un-

derlines the high necessity to involve every single affiliate and to work cross-

divisionally. Furthermore, it is important to consider the trade-off between relia-

bility and timeliness, and perhaps other dimensions.208 To focus on all dimen-

sions at the same time is likely an unfocused choice, since this would lead to 

target conflicts.  

The question of whether to focus on closing speed or accuracy is impossible to 

answer without considering both ends of the spectrum, the consequences as-

sociated with each and the individual companies’ context. However, considering 

the lapse of time, one strategy is to focus on the closing speed first and perhaps 

exploit of resultant synergetic effects. When focussing on the closing speed, the 
                                            
207 Cf. Eggemann and Petry, 2002, p. 1639.  
208 Cf. Figure 3: Decision-Triangle, p. 38. 
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amount of estimations will increase and therewith the quality of financial infor-

mation wills most likely decreases with the first instance. Since the closing pro-

cess is highly iterative, the estimation methods will most likely improve over 

time and thereby positively impact the overall quality.  

Due to growing competition in the capital markets, the importance of immediate 

reactions to changes and the commitment to be informed promptly, one can ex-

pect that the pressure on organisations to disclose their financial statements in 

a quicker manner will further grow. In the future also smaller businesses will fo-

cus on approaches to accelerate their financial closing processes.  

The Abbott group, which represents the case of this thesis, identified the poten-

tials and challenges of a fast close and mobilized to take action at an early 

stage. To be able to report financial information at an early stage, Abbott devel-

oped the internal reporting system AS400, which is used as an interface be-

tween the affiliates local IT-solutions, and the HFM-system, used in the head 

office for the consolidation. This is one reason, why the Abbott group bests its 

benchmark peers in the speed of publishing their financial statements.209 Never-

theless Abbott keeps analysing further process optimisations to improve its fi-

nancial closure. Therefore Abbott initiated a worldwide close-acceleration 

project, to further improve throughout all phases of the financial closing process.  

Today, the AS400 – serving for the data exchange between affiliates with differ-

ent software-systems in use – seems outdated and hinders a quick data ex-

change, due to its high inflexibility. The central idea to improve the financial clo-

sure process for Abbott is to waive the AS400 and to facilitate the direct data 

report by the affiliates into the HFM.  

As this thesis could show, there are further measures for Abbott, which bear po-

tential for closing process improvement, and even if some of the identified po-

tentials seem to be rather small in comparison to the dimensions of the closing 

process of an international group, transferred to a larger scale of affiliates, even 

smaller measures will contribute to a closure optimization.  

                                            
209 Cf. Section 3.7.2, „Benchmark of the Financial Closure in the Pharmaceutical Sector“, p. 54. 
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An accelerated financial close is not achievable from one day to another. Based 

upon gained experiences from previous periods, it rather represents a continu-

ous process. If these experiences are taken into account and analysed with 

special regard to a sustainable closing process improvement, the organisation 

will be able to make progress in the long term.  




