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Abstract

When building a financial planning system, it is important to use strategies of risk management and automate system maintenance.  These strategies include dealing with problems of data reconciliation, system maintenance, business process mapping, and people issues.  These strategies can be used not only on new systems, but also on existing systems, to help ensure the long-term success of the financial planning system.  

Background

Successful financial planning systems allow users to report accurate financial data, reconcile to source financial systems, reconcile to financial statements, and perform insightful data analysis.  This white paper is based on the author’s experiences as a creator and manager of many financial planning systems for small, medium, and Fortune 500 corporations. 

Problems

Problems occur within financial planning systems when the proper strategies of risk management and system maintenance automation are not applied.  These problems include data reconciliation, system maintenance, business process mapping, and people issues.

When data reconciliation is not performed properly the financial planning system can have data that will not reconcile with financial statements.  When the data in the financial planning system does not reliably match the corporate financials, users lose trust and the system does not help them perform supportable analysis.  Key data reconciliation issues include:

· Reconciliation and data adjustment occur manually without changing the original data source.

· Data that does not reconcile to source financial systems or financial statements. 
· A report that is the same in the legacy system and in the financial planning system does not produce the same data result.
Without automated system maintenance the financial planning system cannot easily adapt to changing business needs.   Key system maintenance issues include:
· A large amount of manual adjustments are necessary to keep the system up-to-date.

· ROI (Return on Investment) becomes negative over the lifetime of the system because of required system maintenance.

· Over time, data does not reconcile and the system is no longer useful because it does not accurately reflect business needs.
Business process mapping forms the foundation in building a financial planning system and ensuring that the system will add value to end users.  The key business process mapping issues are:
· Improperly mapped out business processes.

· System does not provide any value as it does not add any business insight to users.
People issues need to be understood and can impact the financial planning system in many ways, including: 
· Users lose trust in the financial planning system and its data. 

· Lack of communication between business and technology groups.

· System issues occur repeatedly with no solution.

· Users input data incorrectly, resulting in system data inaccuracies.
These issues can create serious problems for financial planning systems.  However, by following the strategies detailed in the solutions section, it is possible to mitigate these problems.
Solutions

By utilizing the following integrated strategies below of risk management and system automation for data reconciliation, system maintenance, business process mapping and people issues, it is possible to successfully mitigate the problems that can occur in financial planning systems.  

Data reconciliation is a key activity that builds trust with users and ensures that the financial planning system will meet end user needs.  As part of the data reconciliation process, it is important to reconcile the financial planning data with the source data.  At every phase of reconciliation, send the applicable users the results.  Ensure that proper security is set for users so that they cannot change data in any area except for the area that the system requires to be open for data input.

Starting with the first initial data retrieval of the source data, begin testing the data to ensure its accuracy.  Reconcile the financial planning system account balances with the source system account balances.  These steps below will ensure that the system will reconcile with the company’s financials.  They will also ensure that the same reports from legacy systems match the data in the financial planning system.  Numerous checks are recommended to ensure that data is properly tested:  

A. Before any transformation of the data has begun for the financial planning system, use SQL to reconcile the data between the financial planning system and source system.

B. Manual reconciliation is avoidable.  Load the published financials to the financial planning system as a separate source and then have the financial planning system perform the reconciliation.  

C. Check the drill-through transactional data within the financial planning system.  Perform reconciliation with the drill-through transactional data to the higher-level financial planning system data.  Reconcile the financial planning system drill-through data with data from the source data system.

D. Set up a time for changing security settings for users.  For example, with time sensitive monthly entry into the financial planning system, change the security setting for all users as each month closes for entry.  After the month has closed for entry, the security setting for the users is updated, and users can no longer enter data into the closed month.

E. When loading manual adjustments that occur outside the source system to the financial planning system, ensure that the source system receives the same adjustments.  Ideally, all adjustments are made at the source system and flow through to the financial planning system.  Keep detailed records of these adjustments for verification with an independent source.

F. Make high-level data hierarchy changes at coordinated times so that the interpretation of the data is as consistent as possible.  High-level data hierarchy changes are changes that affect members that contain lower level children.  An example of a high-level data hierarchy change is realigning a sales force hierarchy.  An example of a lower level data hierarchy change is adding a new sales representative to an existing hierarchy.  

G. Give users read-only access to all non-user input areas within the financial planning system.  Do not allow users to input data in any areas except for user input areas. 

Data reconciliation includes activities that will be performed as a part of the system maintenance.  Successful system maintenance involves careful planning and configuration to ensure that the financial planning system changes as business needs change.  With successful system maintenance, a positive ROI for the lifecycle of the system is easier to achieve because automated processes reduce the need for manual adjustments, which are more costly than automated adjustments.  Also, with a reduced need for manual adjustments, the system can stay up-to-date much easier as it can automatically adjust for changes in the business.  System maintenance includes setting up automated processes that eliminate the need for manual adjustments to the system.  These automated processes include backups, ETL (Extract, Transform, Load) processes, incremental loading, and calculation batch scripts.  Find a window of time that does not interfere with the server backups to run the Essbase backup.  Schedule the financial planning system calculations to occur during non-work hours.  If users get access to run calculations, ensure that the calculations do not interfere with other financial planning system processes.  Have the system email users upon completion of processes and calculations so that the users will understand what state the financial planning system is in.
In addition, system maintenance activities include the review of data hierarchies, business logic, and data reconciliation processes with business and technical groups every year.  This will ensure that the financial planning system continues to accurately reflect changing business needs.  When business needs change, update documentation and have the system accurately reflect those changes.  As a part of system maintenance it is also important to continuously improve system maintenance processes, as the financial planning system evolves.  

Business process mapping integrates with system maintenance to ensure that the financial planning system will be flexible.  When done properly business process mapping is a key activity that details how a system functions and flexibly accommodates changes.  It is important to ensure that the financial planning system has meaningful data hierarchies and uses the correct business transformation logic.  One of the goals of business intelligence systems is to add a layer of business logic that allows end users to see data and relationship in new ways that provide new insights for the business.  When gathering requirements it is important to interview the business end users and create prototypes to review the data, the data structure, and the business logic.  The business and technical team will together to understand and document the underlying data relationships.  Also, integrating with system maintenance, ensure the business rules and mapping logic automatically place new data elements into their correct places in the hierarchies.   For example, the system would place all account codes that have 1023X into the Cash category under the Asset section of the Balance Sheet.  
For all of the solutions detailed above, it is critical that they are integrated with the people issue strategies.  These strategies include setting up consistent and frequent meetings between the business and technology groups to review upcoming changes, outages, and upgrades.  These meetings will ensure that the financial planning system handles business needs for changes as well as technical system changes to keep the system up-to-date.  Schedule recurring bi-weekly meetings with the business and technical groups to ensure communication and planning occur for future changes.  Ensure that the system calculations meet changing business needs with a review process that occurs at least yearly.

When repeated problems in the financial planning system arise, document and implement solutions so that issues can be avoided in the future.  Communicate with users when issues are occurring in the system, so that the end users do not lose trust of the data and in the financial planning system.  If users input data incorrectly, then explain to them clearly what mistake they made and the correct way to input data.  
Conclusion

In conclusion we have reviewed various problems and integrated solutions that can be used to mitigate the risks of financial planning systems.  Performing automated data reconciliation, planning out system maintenance, creating flexible business process mappings, and mitigating user issues, are all ways to ensure the success of a financial planning system.
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