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HAVE YOU OUTGROWN EXCEL 

OR YOUR OLD FP&A SOFTWARE? 

A straight-talk guide to budgeting, forecasting, and planning software, for finance leaders who 
are tired of rebuilding the same spreadsheet every month and done with a tool that only 

reports the past, when their job is to lead what comes next. 

A FREE GUIDE FROM LODESTAR SOLUTIONS 

No email required. No sales pitch. Just an honest look at where you stand. 
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THE HONEST TRUTH  

It Got You Here. It Won't Get You There. 

For most finance teams, the culprit is Excel. It is a brilliant tool that got your company through its early 

years, and it probably still does a hundred things well. But somewhere along the way, your business 

got more complex, and your planning process did not keep up. 

For others, the culprit is not Excel at all. It is the planning software you bought years ago that has 

quietly become its own version of the problem: rigid, hard to change, poorly supported, or simply built 

for a business you no longer are. Either way, the result feels the same. Your system is not saving you 

time. It is quietly costing you time, accuracy, and sleep. 

Here is the part most finance leaders do not say out loud: you already suspect you have outgrown 

whatever you are using now. You are just not sure if that means you need new software, a better 

process, or both. That is exactly what this guide is for. 

 

BEFORE WE GO FURTHER  

If You Have Never Done This Before, That Is Normal 

Most finance teams buy planning software once every seven to ten years. That means almost nobody 

sitting down to evaluate FP&A software has ever run an evaluation like this before, including people 

who are very good at their jobs. If you feel like you are supposed to already know how this process 

works and you do not, you are not behind. You are exactly who this guide is for. 

And if you have done this before, the ground has still shifted under you. AI has moved into FP&A 

software fast, and it has changed what a real requirements discovery needs to cover. The playbook 

you used last time may not know to ask what the AI actually does, how it is governed, or whether it 

solves a real problem versus just sounding impressive in a demo. Experience with your last search is 

valuable. Assuming it still fully applies is not. 

This is also why we wrote it the way we did. Our own team has spent more than twenty years in FP&A 

software, on the vendor side and the client side, and we have sat across the table from finance leaders 

running their first search more often than their fifth. You do not need to walk in as the expert. You just 

need a guide who has done this enough times to know where people usually get stuck, and to help you 

avoid it. 
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SELF-CHECK 

7 Signs You've Outgrown Your Current System 

Whether you are living in spreadsheets or wrestling with software that has not kept pace, be honest 

with yourself here. Check every box that sounds familiar. 

☐   Your close and forecast cycle takes weeks instead of days, because every model has to be rebuilt 

and reconciled by hand, or forced into a system that fights you at every step. 

☐   One person, maybe you, is the only one who truly understands how the master model or system 

works, and everyone gets nervous when that person takes vacation. 

☐   “Scenario planning” means copying tabs and hoping formulas did not break, or submitting a 

support ticket and waiting weeks for a change your team could make in an afternoon with the right 

tool. 

☐   Your board deck is stitched together from five different files or exported reports, usually finished 

the night before the meeting. 

☐   Every new data source, a new ERP, a new business unit, a new product line, means rebuilding 

formulas from scratch or paying a vendor for a custom change order. 

☐   You have had at least one real broken-formula or fat-fingered moment: a wrong number that made 

it all the way to leadership before anyone caught it. 

☐   You know you need something better, but you are afraid of buying the wrong thing and being stuck 

with it for the next five years. 

If you checked three or more, it is time to take a real look at whether purpose-built planning software, 

or a different one, could change how your team works. If you checked five or more, it is probably 

overdue. 

Checked a few boxes? Let's turn that into a plan. 

Book Your Free Evaluation Roadmap Call, a working session to find the right questions, not a sales pitch. 

▸ BOOK YOUR CALL:  FPA Modernization Call 

 

 
WHAT THIS  IS  ACTUALLY COSTING YOU  

What Does It Cost to Fly Blind? 

Every cycle you spend rebuilding instead of deciding is a cycle where somebody made a real call on 

bad information. A hiring plan built on a forecast that was already three weeks stale by the time anyone 

saw it. A board question met with “let me get back to you” instead of an answer. An expense that 

https://link.salesprocess.com/widget/bookings/lodestar_solutions_fpa_modernization_call
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should have been cut a quarter earlier, but nobody caught it because nobody could see it coming in 

time. 

None of this shows up as one dramatic failure. That is exactly what makes it dangerous. It shows up as 

a slightly wrong number here, a decision made two weeks too late there, a scenario nobody had time 

to model before the meeting that mattered. Each one on its own feels survivable. Add them up over a 

year and they stop being a rounding error. They become the difference between leading your business 

and reacting to it. 

The real question is not whether your current process is broken enough to justify a change. It is what it 

is already costing you every single cycle, quietly, in ways you stopped noticing because they became 

normal. 

If this sounds familiar, here is the fastest way to stop guessing. 

Book Your Free Evaluation Roadmap Call, a working session to find the right questions, not a sales pitch. 

▸ BOOK YOUR CALL:  FPA Modernization Call 

 

 
THE PATH FORWARD  

The High-Level Path to Choosing the Right Software 

This is not the whole process. It is the six-thousand-foot view, so you can see the shape of the journey 

before you take the first step. You do not need to know the answers to these yet. You just need to 

know they are the questions worth asking. 

1 Get clear on your why 

Before you look at a single demo, name what is actually broken and what “better” looks like 

for your business. Vague pain leads to vague decisions. 

2 Know your non-negotiables 

Separate your true must-haves from nice-to-haves before any vendor starts showing you 

shiny features you did not ask for. 

3 Put your requirements in writing before you call a single vendor 

This is the single biggest time-saver in the entire process. Document your real workflows, 

drivers, and pain points, then hand that same document to every vendor on your list. When 

vendors know exactly what you need up front, most can show you a standard demo mapped 

directly to your requirements, instead of everyone building a custom show that eats weeks of 

prep and still misses the point. 

https://link.salesprocess.com/widget/bookings/lodestar_solutions_fpa_modernization_call
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4 Separate real AI capability from marketing hype 

Almost every vendor will tell you their platform has AI. Very few will show you exactly what it 

does, how it is governed, and how you would actually trust its output enough to put it in front 

of your board. Do not accept a slide. Ask every vendor to show you the AI feature working 

live, on a realistic scenario, and ask what controls exist if it gets something wrong. That one 

question will tell you more than an hour of feature demos. 

5 Decide cloud or on-premises before you compare anything else 

You do not need to be a technical expert to answer this, you just need to raise it early. Some 

vendors, including well-known names like Anaplan and Workday Adaptive Planning, are 

cloud-only. Others, like IBM Planning Analytics, offer both cloud and on-premises 

deployment. If you have security, compliance, or infrastructure requirements that rule out the 

cloud, or a strong preference either way, decide that now. It will instantly narrow your list and 

save you from falling in love with a platform you cannot actually deploy. 

6 Build a short list, not a long one 

You do not need to evaluate fifteen vendors. You need three or four that genuinely fit your 

size, complexity, industry, and deployment requirements. 

7 Ask how it's licensed, not just what it costs 

This one sounds technical, but it is really just one question said out loud. License fees are 

one line item, but how a vendor licenses you matters just as much as the sticker price. Ask 

each vendor directly: how is this licensed? Some charge by planning module, so you pay 

separately as you add OpEx planning, CapEx planning, sales planning, or headcount 

planning. Others, like IBM Cognos Analytics and Planning Analytics, license a single 

platform you can extend well beyond the Office of Finance into sales, operations, and 

workforce planning, connecting every department's plan in real time. Add implementation, 

training, and support on top to get your real number. 

8 Know your approval path before you need it 

The more prepared you are, the faster this moves. Confirm now whether your purchase 

requires capital committee or board approval, who owns negotiation on your side, and what 

your real deadline is. Clients who walk in with these answers already settled move through 

evaluation, negotiation, and signature remarkably fast. 

 
TIMELINE REALITY CHECK  

Know Your Timeline Before You Start 

Most companies start looking for new FP&A and budgeting software because they want it live in time 

for their next annual budget process. That deadline is real, but it is also the easiest place in the whole 

project to run out of time. Testing, training, data migration, and model build all take longer than people 

expect, especially the first time you do them in a new platform. 

Here is the part that gets rushed the most. This is not the moment to simply rebuild what you had in 

Excel or your old system inside new software. If you migrate your old model as is, you end up with a 

new tool running an old process, blind spots and all. Take the time to design your models around what 

your executives actually want to see now, including the scenario and what-if modeling your business 
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needs in order to move quickly when conditions change. The world is not slowing down, and your 

models should be built to flex with it, not just report on it after the fact. 

If your real deadline does not leave room to do that well, you have options. Some clients go live with 

the full annual budget process on day one. Others deliberately start smaller, rolling out a single 

quarterly forecast cycle first. That approach is less stressful, lets the team learn the new tool at a 

manageable scale, and still delivers a real win before you scale up to the full annual process. 

THE LODESTAR VIEW 

We believe most companies are ultimately better served by moving away from a once-a-

year budget event entirely and toward a true rolling forecast, one that continuously extends 

12 to 18 months out and updates as the business changes. That shift takes the pressure 

off any single go-live date, because you are no longer building a model for one moment a 

year. You are building a model that keeps working all year long. 

 
A WORD OF CAUTION  

Why Most Software Searches Go Sideways 

Most finance teams start their search by grabbing a generic evaluation template off the internet, or 

worse, by letting a reseller hand them a checklist that quietly leads to one predetermined answer: their 

own product. Just as often, teams skip documenting requirements altogether and jump straight to 

demos, which forces every vendor to guess at what matters and forces you to sit through hours of 

features you will never use. 

Here is the problem with a generic template. It assumes your planning process looks like everyone 

else's. It does not know that your business has three revenue models, a seasonal workforce, or a 

board that wants scenario comparisons nobody else asks for. 

Your business strategy is unique. Your FP&A process should reflect that. A generic checklist cannot 

tell you what actually matters for your organization, and it definitely cannot tell you when the right 

answer is a smaller change than a full software replacement. 
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THE LODESTAR DIFFERENCE 

We do not start with a product pitch. We start by coaching you through figuring out what 

you actually need, so if the right next step for you is a different tool, or even fixing your 

process before you touch new software, we will tell you that. 

When you bring us a clear, documented set of requirements, we can usually show you 

exactly how we solve your problem using our standard demo, mapped directly to your 

needs. No lengthy custom build, no waiting weeks for a bespoke walkthrough. That is only 

possible because we start with your requirements, not a script, and it means your 

evaluation moves faster without losing precision. 

We have worked exclusively in IBM Cognos Analytics and Planning Analytics since 2004, 

and roughly 80 percent of our clients have stayed with us for more than ten years. We are 

not interested in selling you a black box. We are interested in helping you make a decision 

you will still be glad you made five years from now. And once you are live, we do not 

disappear, and we are not trying to make ourselves indispensable either. Our goal is to 

make your team self-sufficient enough to own your own models and reports, without 

paying a consultant every time you need a small change, and to make sure your team 

stays aligned to the plan and actually executes against it. Yes, we sell and implement 

software. What we are really selling is a team that can run its own plan without us. 

 
A REAL STORY  

Months of Demos. One Week to Signed. 

A large law firm in Washington, D.C. spent months evaluating FP&A software. They talked to every 

major vendor. They sat through demo after demo. And at the end of all of it, they still were not sure 

what they actually needed. 

A friend of a friend gave them our name and told them to call Lodestar. 

When they called, we asked for their requirements documentation, so we could understand what was 

actually broken in their current process before we showed them anything. 

They did not have one. 

Not one of the vendors they had spent months with had ever asked. Every single one had gone 

straight to a demo. 

We told them the truth. We could not responsibly show them anything until we understood what they 

actually needed. So before we demoed a single feature, we ran a short, high-level requirements 

discovery session with their team. 

Then we demoed exactly what we had just learned they needed. Nothing more, nothing generic. 

“This is exactly what we need to see.” 

One week later, they had signed. 

Not because our demo was flashier than the others they had sat through for months. Because it was 

the only one built around their actual requirements instead of a script. 
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The lesson here is not about our software. It is about the process. The company that skips 

requirements first will keep sitting through demos that all start to look the same. The company that 

documents requirements first will know the right answer fast, because the right vendor will be obvious 

the moment it solves the actual problem. 

Want a demo built around your actual requirements instead of a script? 

Book Your Free Evaluation Roadmap Call, a working session to find the right questions, not a sales pitch. 

▸ BOOK YOUR CALL:  FPA Modernization Call 

 

 

YOUR NEXT STEP  

You Do Not Have to Figure This Out Alone 

This guide gives you the honest signs and the high-level shape of the path. What it cannot give you is 

a process built around your specific business, because that process does not exist yet. It has to be 

built with you, not handed to you. 

Book a free evaluation roadmap call and we will give you access to our detailed Excel evaluation 

template, the same one we use with our own clients. It walks you through the typical software selection 

process step by step, and you can modify it, make it your own, and use it to move faster. 

If you are hoping to have this live for your next annual budget cycle, the sooner you start the 

requirements conversation, the more runway you have. That conversation is exactly where this call 

starts. 

https://link.salesprocess.com/widget/bookings/lodestar_solutions_fpa_modernization_call
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READY TO STOP GUESSING?  

Book Your Free Evaluation Roadmap Call 

A working session to help you discover exactly which questions to ask, before you 

sit through a single vendor demo. Not a sales pitch. 

In 45 minutes, we will help you get clear on where your current process is creating the most 

risk and exactly what to evaluate next, whether or not you ever work with us. 

You will speak directly with Heather Cole or Mike Bernaiche, both IBM Champions with more 

than twenty years in FP&A software. We keep these calls limited to what they can personally 

take on: fewer calls, but every one a real conversation instead of a script. 

▸  BOOK YOUR CALL:  FPA Modernization Call 

 
On the call, we will also give you access to our detailed Excel evaluation template, the one we use 

with our own clients, so you can customize it and move through your evaluation faster. 

Lodestar Solutions  •  IBM Gold Partner  •  Cognos Analytics & Planning Analytics Since 2004 

https://link.salesprocess.com/widget/bookings/lodestar_solutions_fpa_modernization_call

