
The hidden cost of 
shadow spend in 
growing companies.



Simply put, shadow spend is any expenditure happening 
outside your finance team’s real-time visibility and control.

As companies scale, they naturally adopt faster ways to pay suppliers or 
vendors to keep business moving. This is fine, but when spend occurs 
outside a connected finance workflow, payments are made without 
consistent approvals, policy checks or audit trails, leaving finance teams to 
reconstruct what happened after the fact.

It’s a symptom of a modern, fast-moving business that outpaces slow, 
traditional procurement processes. Your teams need software, services,  
and vendors now, and they are finding ways around friction, often by:

•	 Storing shared corporate card details directly with vendors.

•	 Allowing free trials to quietly roll into expensive subscriptions.

•	 Using shared physical cards for ad-hoc or employee-owned vendor 
relationships.

•	 Making one-off payments that become recurring without finance 
approval.

This can leak hundreds of thousands of dollars, introduce serious 
compliance risk, and create chaos when you need clean books at  
month-end.

 
What is shadow 
spend and why does 
it thrive?
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The true danger of shadow spend isn’t just in individual transactions, 
it’s also the cumulative impact of wasted spend and operational drag in 
managing and reconciling unexpected payments. 

These are just 5 hidden costs that can creep into your profit and loss, and 
hold your business back

 
The hidden costs 
finance leaders 
underestimate.
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Cost area The real damage

Duplicate 
subscriptions

Unseen SaaS, AI or other subscriptions or 
purchases, leading to different teams paying 
for the exact same tool. Shadow spend 
can cost teams thousands in unnecessary 
licenses and renewals.

FX & currency 
waste

Multi-currency transactions on cards with 
opaque exchange rates and hidden markups, 
massively inflating your global costs, 
with teams unable to determine the exact 
exchange rate until after it’s already hit the 
general ledger.

Manual 
processing

Finance teams are forced into weeks of 
manual invoice chasing and payment 
reconciliation efforts, grinding month-end 
close to a halt or adding days to month-end 
close.

Compliance & 
audit risk

Uncontrolled purchasing, especially across 
locations or regions, which may create a 
glaring audit exposure and cause difficulties 
in enforcing procurement policies.

Renewal creep Surprise, unbudgeted SaaS renewals that 
appear on the statement only after the 
payment has been processed.



In early-stage businesses, finance visibility is easy — there simply aren’t 
that many people spending. But by the time a company reaches 50, 100, or 
500 employees, things can look very different. 

Your company’s rapid growth is the fuel for shadow spend. Teams and 
regions need to act quickly, adding tools and global vendors to keep pace 
with the demands of the business.

Manual controls and workflows can’t keep up. And when you rely on 
traditional methods like shared physical cards, manual policy checks, and 
spreadsheet reconciliation, finance is constantly behind, visibility suffers 
and risk increases.

This doesn’t just damage the budget, it erodes finance’s role and value 
in the business. If the finance team is bypassed because it has become 
a bottleneck, your business won’t have the clarity or financial insights to 
support growth. 

 
Why control slips 
away as you scale.
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Shadow spend isn’t caused by carelessness. It happens because teams 
want to move quickly. Issuing traditional cards can take weeks, and manual 
control processes can be time-consuming.

Finance has a responsibility to maintain oversight, enforce budgets, and 
ensure compliance. But this can create bottlenecks.

No one wants to slow down payments, but these competing priorities create 
a tug-of-war between finance and other teams.

Without the right tools, shadow spend grows unchecked, eroding 
budgets, complicating reconciliations, and straining relationships between 
departments. It’s a tension that can’t be solved by more rules or stricter 
policies alone. It requires a solution that lets teams move fast while keeping 
finance firmly in control, eliminating the friction at its source.

 
Teams need speed. 
Finance needs 
visibility.

5The hidden cost of shadow spend in growing companies



Shadow spend occurs because physical cards and uncontrolled payment 
methods allow departments to bypass finance entirely. Corporate cards are 
a great method to reduce uncontrolled spend.

When paired with a single, end-to-end financial operations platform, 
corporate cards allow you to:

•	 Set and manage spend limits and budgets. If a budget is hit, the 
transaction is declined. This means no debate and surprise overages.

•	 Automate reconciliation: Auto-sync receipts, transaction data, and 
classification ensure your month-end closes are clean, compliant, and 
dramatically faster.

•	 Simplify expenses: Employees have the autonomy to spend as they need 
to with a unique virtual card, without going over budget.

•	 Create virtual cards that are unique to each employee, or keep things 
secure by having a single card to a single vendor. They only take a few 
minutes to create

 
Eliminating shadow 
spend at the source.

6The hidden cost of shadow spend in growing companies



Imagine a world where your finance team is no longer playing catch-up. This 
is the reality when you regain control:

•	 Predictable spend: accurate budgets, real-time spend visibility, and 
reliable forecasting.

•	 Strong vendor governance: Every vendor relationship is tracked and 
accounted for, with finance manning the budget controls.

•	 Smooth month-end: Reconciliation is automated, audit readiness is the 
default, and closing the books takes hours, not weeks.

•	 Empowered teams: Teams can move fast without sacrificing financial 
control or causing friction with finance.

The shift is simple. Move from reactively policing spend to enabling 
proactive and controlled purchasing.

 
What a “no shadow 
spend” company 
looks like.
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Shadow spend is a side effect of growth. But it doesn’t need to be an 
inevitable cost of doing business.

OFX Corporate Cards are designed to provide finance teams spend visibility, 
real-time control, and compliant workflows, all while the business gets the 
flexibility it needs to keep moving quickly.

 
Final takeaway: You 
can’t control what 
you can’t see.

Ready for more spend control?  
See the difference OFX can make.

Get started

https://app.ofx.com/registration?cid=2310&utm_source=&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=Cards_LP|gl|||PF||sixsenseplatform|&utm_content=static&utm_term=ABM_Global_Cards_LP
https://app.ofx.com/registration?cid=2310&utm_source=&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=Cards_LP|gl|||PF||sixsenseplatform|&utm_content=static&utm_term=ABM_Global_Cards_LP

