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The Next Step: Transforming Financial Data into Management Information

You have a clean opinion on your audited financial statements.  Perhaps you’ve achieved this for several years running.  You may also be one of the agencies closing its books thirty days after the end of the fiscal year, or thereabouts.  Congratulations!  Your financial information is accurate and timely.  But then ask yourself, “So what?”  And ask, “How can this information be used by the leadership in my agency to manage the organization?”  These questions were raised by Labor CFO Sam Mok during his recent talk with the Systems/E-gov committee about his work on OMB’s financial management line of business project.  

Just having timely, accurate financial information won’t get you to green on the President’s Management Agenda scorecard on improved financial performance.  The Systems/E-Gov Committee of the CFO Council, under the leadership of Education’s CFO, Mark Carney, recently established several subcommittees to deal with financial performance beyond the audited financial statements, including:  

· Providing financial information to inform program decision making and evaluation;

· Providing systems support of budget and performance integration;

· Maximizing the government’s position with software vendors and financial systems contractors;

· Defining agency CFO roles and responsibilities in the e-government initiatives; and

· Standardizing financial data and eliminating financial systems redundancies. 

One subcommittee has begun addressing the first two issues: providing financial information that informs program decision making and providing systems support for budget and performance integration.  Your financial information has to be useful to senior management if you want to get to green on the President’s Management Agenda initiative for Improving Financial Performance.  One of the initiative’s key goals is ensuring that federal financial systems produce accurate and timely information that supports operating, budget, and policy decisions. 

The subcommittee asked the agencies who have gotten to green on the financial management scorecard to share their experiences and advice.  Representatives from the National Science Foundation, Social Security Administration and the Environmental Protection Agency have come to talk with the subcommittee or will shortly.  Karen Palm, SSA’s Financial/Administrative Systems Division Director, discussed the linkage of SSA’s four major financial/management systems: tracking report, cost analysis, work measurement, and financial information system/online financial accounting system.  Routine, frequent data and analyses are now provided to the Commissioner and SSA managers, who use the data in their day-to-day operations.

In another presentation, Charles Young, of EPA’s Financial Management office, discussed EPA’s success in getting to green in financial management.  EPA started with a good foundation (a single accounting system, critical flexible account numbers, and links to the strategic plan).  EPA used its strategic plan to formulate and execute its budget, and established plans for improved performance and reporting.  EPA’s on-going tasks are to revise the account structure to incorporate changes quickly, develop user-friendly education tools to aid agency managers, and seek management support and emphasis to address future issues. 

A different approach, a management information exchange, was used by Stafford County, Virginia. Consultants David Andrews (American Standard Reports) and Alan Sackadorf (Booz Allen Hamilton) described Stafford County’s packaged application that mines existing data assets in multiple systems and converts the data into easily recognized information that is presented as if it came from a single system.  This kind of integration may be very useful for an agency that does not have the resources for extensive systems improvements.

Each of these agencies has managed to shrink the stovepipes that separate the accounting office, the budget office, and the planning/performance office.  They recognized that the need was not simply for enhancements to transaction processing systems, but for management information and decision support systems that provide answers to senior management’s questions: What did we set out to do?  How much did we allocate and spend for it?  What did we accomplish?

Through electronic interfaces and linkages, these agencies have compiled budget, accounting and performance data, and presented it in a format that provides the organization’s management team with information they want and need for informed decision making.  Integrating budget, accounting and performance information has enabled the organizations to track their costs and outputs/outcomes to their budget and performance goals.  The agencies have maintained their current transactions-based accounting systems as a reliable source of financial data, and have consolidated the information in data warehouse, data mart or business intelligence systems with finite resources and minimal or no disruption of services.

These presentations are forming a foundation for the subcommittee’s efforts to create a knowledge base and/or a roadmap of common characteristics, best practices and lessons learned by agencies which now give their managers comprehensive, relevant information. The group will also address:

· Differences between transaction processing systems and decision support systems;

· Characteristics of a decision support system;

· Guides for developing and implementing a decision support system;

· Linkage of audit information to transactions to decision support system information;

· The kinds of information that program managers need and how to give them the tools; and

· A possible forum in which to present the information gathered.

The Subcommittee is co-chaired by Judy Ochs, Treasury, and Mary Kohlmeier, HUD.  If you have any questions or would like to contribute resources to the group, please contact either of the two co-chairs (Mary_L._Kohlmeier@hud.gov, 202/708-0614x.3853) or (Judy.Ochs@do.treas.gov, 202/622-2136).  
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