
SQL - TRANSFORMING FINANCE PROCESSES

FOR INFORMATION ON THE 
INNOVATION PROGRAMME 
CLICK HERE

With special thanks to this team of innovators for taking 
part in the pilot of this programme and contributing to its 
development.
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THE INNOVATORS
The processes, innovation and efficiencies (PIE) project equipped finance staff at Blackpool Teaching 
Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust with a new skill in structured query language (SQL) programming. 
Responding to the department’s need to make the processing of financial information more efficient, 
the PIE team and the Trust’s SQL leads developed an in-house training programme to take participants 
through the stages of learning SQL. This reduced time spent using Excel and freed up time for value-
added work and development.

THE PROBLEM

The PIE group needed to streamline, 
automate and standardise financial processes 
in order to move forward and be able to 
support the wider organisation in meeting 
the increasing pace and demands of the NHS 
healthcare environment.

THE CHALLENGE

How might we redesign, rethink, and 
improve the way we work, so that we can 
spend more time sharing and discussing 
financial information with our services, 
rather than preparing it?
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THE INNOVATION
Our SQL journey began with a finance department 
‘lunch and learn’ session held in February 2021. 
Two members of the department’s costing team 
held an interactive session over MS Teams, where 
the benefits of SQL automation were shared, and 
participants were able to try live coding. We chose 
an active and relatively small management accounts 
process to demonstrate the automation, evidencing 
that the small amount of code written could save 
the individual up to 8 hours a month by using 
SQL instead of Excel. This grabbed the audience’s 
attention, having demonstrated an immediate 
benefit. We received highly positive feedback that 
prompted a discussion on how programming skills 
could be shared across the finance department and 
become one of our day-to-day skills.

The costing team agreed that the roll out of 
SQL training would need to be formalised, and 
the PIE project should be incorporated into the 
department’s finance improvement programme. The 
PIE team worked together to design a programme 
to train a minimum of one representative from 
each finance team to become an SQL lead who 
would develop new skills and share them with their 
team. Since the initial ‘lunch and learn’ session, 
15 members of the department have successfully 
completed a basic SQL skills certificate and have 
started to develop and use SQL scripts to replace 
manual Excel tasks.

The PIE team worked with colleagues in informatics 
and IT to outline the project and agree the level of 
their involvement. IT helped to install the SQL on 
devices and provided access to a development SQL 
server. The PIE team developed an in-house training 
session and assignment for all the SQL leads to 
work through and complete. They also developed 
glossaries and ‘coding hacks’, creating an SQL 
knowledge pool for the finance department, which 
can be added to by any department member. The 
use of free resources available was maximised to 
make the project successful.

The group has now commenced the development of 
a finance database that enables financial processing, 
analysis and reporting in SQL. Converting 13 Excel 
processes to SQL so far has already saved the 
department approximately 60 hours of Excel time 
per month. We are still in a relatively early phase 
of the project and expect the benefits to increase 
further as the project continues.

One of the key challenges when setting up the 
PIE project was the potential lack of buy-in and 
resistance to change. The project’s success relies on 
individuals being open to transforming their current 
way of working and learning a new skill that is less 
commonly used by finance professionals – though 
that should definitely change! By continuously 
demonstrating the benefits to the department and 
to individuals in a positive way, we have been able 
to progress with this project. SQL coding suits the 
work of finance professionals, as Excel logic can 
be translated into an SQL script, saving hours of 
processing time and freeing up individuals to focus 
on value added work and development.
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THE OUTPUTS

SQL automated processes for the following areas (each taking approximately 5 mins to prepare data and run):

management accounts:

• bench pay processing (Adjusting bank/bench staff from a central cost centre to the cost centre worked)

• WLI and cross cover accruals 

• ACF pay review and recode (Reviewing payroll for staff that should have had assignment changes forms 
actioned, journaling where required)

• ad hoc pay adjustments (Creating a journal in ESR format for ad hoc pay adjustments)

• pay review work (Comparing pay in the ledger to the staff in post list)

• pay split coding 

• sub analysis pay 

• sub analysis non-pay 

• consumables journal 

• forecasting.

income team:

• contract monitoring reports 

• reporting drugs and devices. 

technical team:

• NHS Supply Chain interface

standardised and centralised processes.

THE LESSONS LEARNT
We wouldn’t underestimate the timescales required to drive forward a change that involves 
learning a new skill and transforming the way people work. Incremental change can be 
more sustainable than big bang change in this scenario. We learnt to encourage change and 
innovation by highlighting the key benefits that would be recognised by the individuals involved. 
Demonstrating something that works for your team is one thing, demonstrating something 
that will work for other teams is what catches people’s attention. In the past we described 
the benefits of SQL and how it works for the costing team, however choosing a management 
accounts process to demonstrate, rather than a costing process, was the catalyst for change.
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THE OUTCOMES

• 15 staff (approximately 25% of the department) within different teams across the finance department 
have developed a new automation skill.

• 60 hours of manual processing time per month has been saved so far.

• We have Improved accuracy, removing human error (Excel copy paste errors, formula drag down errors 
etc) by using SQL scripts.

• Staff have more time available for value added work and development.

• Junior members of the department have been provided with a development opportunity to lead on mini 
projects and present their work to the Finance Improvement Forum, chaired by the deputy director of 
finance.

THE QUICK WINS

• Speak to your informatics and IT teams to let them know that you are planning to develop more 
automated processes, they might be able to support you with the work or provide advice.

• You can start small - choose just one process to test and grow from there. It takes time and patience, but 
this is a more sustainable way of changing the way in which teams work.

• The information you need is at your fingertips! There are so many online resources available, you can 
google a ‘how to in SQL’ and find samples of code to try in a test or development database. There will 
also be knowledge within your organisation, find out if your informatics team runs any SQL courses.

• Keep reminding yourselves of the goals and benefits. Time invested in developing automation skills now 
will save a lot of time in the future.

• ‘Lunch and learn’ sessions are a great way to share innovations, particularly in the virtual working world. 
You can easily reach several different teams, or even departments, and use MS Teams in an interactive 
way to make sessions engaging (e.g. Chat polls, SLIDO and screen sharing).
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THE REVIEWERS SAID

“‘EXCEL IS A VERY GENERIC 
SOLUTION, BUT AS IDENTIFIED 
HERE, USING SQL ALLOWS A MORE 
TARGETED ANALYSIS OF DATA.”

“MAXIMISING THE USE OF 
SQL TO AUTOMATE MANUAL 
REPETITIVE PROCESSES HAS 
SAVED THIS ORGANISATION 
APPROXIMATELY 60 HOURS 
OF EXCEL TIME PER MONTH 
WHICH CAN BE REINVESTED IN 
REVIEWING THE OUTPUTS TO 
FACILITATE A BETTER FINANCIAL 
UNDERSTANDING FOR THE 
ORGANISATION.”

“THE IDEA OF UTILISING SQL TO 
AUTOMATE MANUAL REPETITIVE 
PROCESSES HAS RESULTED 
IN BETTER VALUE TO THE 
ORGANISATION THROUGH A 
QUANTIFIABLE REDUCTION TO 
MONTHLY PROCESSING TIME.”
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WHAT YOU CAN DO NOW

SUBMIT INNOVATION

LEARN MORE

SUBMIT PROBLEM

REGISTER INTEREST

If you recognise the problem stated and have implemented 
your own innovation to overcome it please submit this 
innovation to the programme and give others more examples 
to learn from.

If you recognise the problem stated and would like to know 
more details about this innovation in particular, we will be 
hosting showcase and workshop sessions throughout the 
year, so all interested staff can gain ideas and inspiration from 
innovators in a manageable one-to-many format.

If you have a problem but don’t currently know of a 
solution to it, then please submit it here and in 2022 the 
Forum intends to crowdsource solutions to problems that 
don’t currently have known innovations.

If you would like to learn more about about the innovation 
programme please click for more details.

https://onenhsfinance.nhs.uk/the-finance-innovation-forum/innovation-programme/innovation-submission-window-closed/
https://onenhsfinance.nhs.uk/the-finance-innovation-forum/innovation-programme/
https://forms.office.com/pages/responsepage.aspx?id=LI1d_7j6oEO0-Ua0AitOQdmEB8an_fRGp7aAgK5WELxUMFJTVEdQMTBaRDVBWkFJMlBRUDhVQ0lFVy4u
https://forms.office.com/pages/responsepage.aspx?id=LI1d_7j6oEO0-Ua0AitOQdmEB8an_fRGp7aAgK5WELxUMDlWMElJWkdZMEg2VlBHUElVSVVTMlJEWS4u


One NHS Finance brings together the Future-Focused Finance, National Finance Academy, and the Finance 
Innovation Forum programmes and networks to make sure that everyone working in NHS Finance has 
access to skills, knowledge, methods, and opportunities to influence and enhance patient services.

Identifying and developing innovative ways of working and new areas of improvement.

FURTHER INFORMATION

Website: FinanceInnovation.nhs.uk

Email: FinanceInnovation@nhs.uk

LinkedIn: One NHS Finance

Twitter: @OneNHSFinance

IN SEPTEMBER 2021 THE FORUM LAUNCHED...
▪  A national Innovation Programme for NHS Finance staff to submit their innovations for peer review. 

Successful innovations will be published and accessible to all on the One NHS Finance website

▪  A ‘Software Skills For Finance Staff’ event series taught by NHS Finance for NHS Finance including MS 
Excel, PowerBI, SQL etc.

▪  An ‘Art of the Possible’ briefing which explains two new technologies AI & Blockchain and discusses 
the opportunity for NHS Finance

▪  An Automation Group to review and improve the efficiency of existing national processes and returns

Innovation 
Programme

Software 
Skills

Art of the 
Possible

Automation 
sign up

Be a peer 
reviewer

WHAT YOU CAN DO NOW
▪ Submit your innovations for peer review
▪ Sign up to be an innovation peer reviewer
▪ Read Art of the Possible

▪ Sign up for Software Skills for Finance
▪  Register your interest in automation   

and all things innovative

http://FinanceInnovation.nhs.uk
mailto:FinanceInnovation%40nhs.uk%20?subject=
https://www.linkedin.com/company/onenhsfinance/
https://twitter.com/OneNHSFinance
https://onenhsfinance.nhs.uk/the-finance-innovation-forum/innovation-programme/
https://onenhsfinance.nhs.uk/the-finance-innovation-forum/innovation-programme/
https://forms.office.com/pages/responsepage.aspx?id=LI1d_7j6oEO0-Ua0AitOQdmEB8an_fRGp7aAgK5WELxURFRFWjBCSjZBWUhMWFpLQzA0N1c0SkRDTS4u
https://forms.office.com/pages/responsepage.aspx?id=LI1d_7j6oEO0-Ua0AitOQdmEB8an_fRGp7aAgK5WELxURFRFWjBCSjZBWUhMWFpLQzA0N1c0SkRDTS4u
https://onenhsfinance.nhs.uk/externalevents/software-skills-for-finance-staff/
https://onenhsfinance.nhs.uk/externalevents/software-skills-for-finance-staff/
https://onenhsfinance.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/Art-of-the-Possible-Artificial-Intelligence-and-Blockchain.pdf
https://onenhsfinance.nhs.uk/documents-reports/art-of-the-possible/
https://forms.office.com/pages/responsepage.aspx?id=LI1d_7j6oEO0-Ua0AitOQdmEB8an_fRGp7aAgK5WELxUQ01CSkxQTEFRSVNPVVcwUkczRlM4RllDQy4u
https://forms.office.com/pages/responsepage.aspx?id=LI1d_7j6oEO0-Ua0AitOQdmEB8an_fRGp7aAgK5WELxUQ01CSkxQTEFRSVNPVVcwUkczRlM4RllDQy4u

