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THE INNOVATORS
Simon Hosey, Adil Ajmal and Wasim Chaudhary.

THE PROBLEM

The finance team needs to be able to effectively and 
efficiently analyse millions of transactions to gain key 
insights. Being limited to a finance system without a 
modern analytics tool, most current processes involve 
lengthy downloads into spreadsheets to manually 
process data using Pivot Tables and vlookups.

THE CHALLENGES

• How might we hold our data so we are 
not reliant on disparate and disconnected 
sources of data or time consuming ledger 
extracts?

• How might we hold data in a way that 
we know what we hold and can manage 
and redact that data according to date 
retention requirements? Some 200,000 
excel spreadsheets on a file server built 
up over 20 years is not an acceptable way 
to manage data in 2022.

• How might we transform from being data 
rich but information poor, to information 
rich? Information needs to be at your 
figure tips when you need it, not a few 
weeks later once a time-consuming 
analysis has taken place.
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THE INNOVATIONTHE INNOVATION
We knew that the quality of the data being stored 
in our ledger was good, but that access to the 
information was poor. The result of several million 
transactions should not just be a flat trial balance 
and a budget variance. 

For the last three years we have stored our general 
ledger data in an Access database, but it was slow 
and the reporting was limited. 

Over the last 18 months we moved over to using 
PowerPivot as a front-end pivot table, but this was 
only really used for analysing transactions. Aged 
debtor and creditor reports were lacking. We also 
had a huge issue in the accounts payable team with 
our invoice backlog when we brought our catering 
function in-house. We knew we had problems, but 
we did not have the analysis to rapidly diagnose 
issues.

About eight months ago, our IT department gave the 
team a free version of a structured query language 
(SQL) called SQL Express. This was hosted on a virtual 
machine as we were not allowed to use Access on 
MS Office 365. After migrating our Access database 
we saw a massive increase in performance.

Having attended various SQL courses, we realised 
that we could put together a robust dataset. Using 
SQL we can pull all our subledger and general ledger 
transactions to one SQL view where we can report 
on millions of transactions as one. For the first time 

this enabled us to analyse ESR, customers, suppliers, 
budgets etc in one table. Unlike a trial balance, this 
allowed us to filter and drill down in real time to a 
transactional dataset. 

After building up our SQL database we started to 
look at PowerBI as well as Power Pivot as a tool to 
report with. After a bit of research and building, it 
became obvious that Power BI combined with the 
use of DAX (a programming language) enabled us to 
build reports that are simply not possible in Excel.

With this new tool we looked at aged payables 
and creditors as this is an area where we knew we 
could improve reporting. The first thing we did was 
implement a snapshot approach to the database. 
Every time we ran an accounts receivable trial 
balance, we would load it into SQL using an Excel 
Macro. We would build up many snapshots over 
time to see trends in departments, customers etc. 
The problem was with a standard pivot table these 
totals would be aggregated unless you filter on each 
date or had only one report per month. PowerBI 
used a functional programming language called DAX, 
which can do anything from doing a basic sum to 
very sophisticated analytics. We used this to show 
a measure for the last report of the month and the 
last date, which meant with a filter if you saw an 
interesting amount you could filter down to that 
aged debt report. After this we rolled out other 
reports building more knowledge as we go.

THE LESSONS LEARNT
• Taking the time to invest in skills can have a massive return and benefit for our finance 

department. A correctly configured data model in PowerBI /Power Pivot is a transformative 
tool, that cannot be replicated in a spreadsheet with vlookups.

• Taking a risk and rapidly developing a prototype can be done very quickly.

• What we were doing with Excel was not modern and was inefficient. How can we cope with 
so much data and keep up? The world of finance has moved on, finance teams need modern 
data analytics tools and the skills to go along with them. 

• Skills we have learnt include SQL, PowerBI dashboards, DAX and how to use the ADO object 
library in VBA to get an excel macro to load data directly into a SQL database.
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THE OUTPUTS

• Information rich reporting allowing the analysis of millions of transactions in real time.

• Interactive dashboards - being able to take an interactive accounts receivable dashboard to a meeting 
with our director of finance and being able answer every question in-situ was a revelation. 

• Power BI data models with transaction level detail all linked to cost centre and general ledger hierarchies 
for:

 - accounts payable dashboard

 - accounts receivable dashboard

 - unprocessed invoices dashboard.

• All transactions dataset - linked to PowerBI and Power Pivot - knitting together all subledger extracts: 
general ledger, accounts receivable, accounts payable, payroll, budgets, balances brought forward, goods 
received not invoiced, Supply Chain. This was used to identify all transactional samples for audit as well 
as the agreement of balances dataset for the TAC returns.

• Account payable spend dashboard - showing purchase order /non-purchase order, PEPPOL compliance, 
as wells as geographical information.

THE OUTCOMES

• How we can report on our finance data has been transformed. Nothing is off limits in terms of analysis. If 
you can link it to a supplier, cost centre, general ledger code, you can report on it quickly. Once compiled 
in SQL and refreshed in PowerBI you can do real-time ad-hoc analysis of all your data.

• We have gone from spending hours downloading data in to Excel to manually analyse, to being able to 
query anything instantly. It is a complete game changer.

• Data can be secured properly; we now have a tool to compile transactional datasets and move away from 
the unsustainable approach of storing data in 1000s of Excel spreadsheets. 

THE QUICK WINS

• Get all of your transactional data off Excel workbooks and build a SQL environment to hold and curate 
that data. 

• Learn PowerBI and DAX and SQL.

• Talk to other trusts, there is a lot of knowledge out there.

• Start developing a prototype – it’s the quickest way to learn.
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THE REVIEWERS SAID

“A TRANSFORMATIVE INNOVATION 
WHICH EMBRACES TECHNOLOGY 
AND ENHANCES THE SKILLS OF 
THE FINANCE DEPARTMENT.”

“THIS INNOVATION ALLOWS REAL 
TIME ANALYSIS AND CAN TURN 
QUERIES AROUND MUCH QUICKER 
THAN THE PREVIOUS PROCESSES. 
THE TIME SAVED THROUGH THIS 
INNOVATION AND THE PROCESS 
BEING ABLE TO BE RAN AT THE 
CLICK OF A BUTTON IS A REAL 
STRONG POINT.”

“A EXCITING GAME CHANGER IN 
FINANCIAL REPORTING, ANALYSIS 
AND INTERPRETATION.  THE 
TEAM HAVE DEVELOPED NEW 
SKILLS AND EMBRACED NEW 
FUNCTIONALITY WHICH ADDS 
VALUE TO THE ORGANISATION 
AND THE REPUTATION OF THE 
FINANCE DEPARTMENT. ”
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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 currenlty have known innovations.

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

Endorsement Disclaimer

The Finance Innovation Forum’s Innovation Programme asks NHS 
Finance peer reviewers whether the “Innovation overcomes, 
successfully addresses, or solves the problem identified”. The 
programme does not endorse, recommended or provide any 
assurance of software used or mentioned in any of the published 
innovations. If you think a published innovation is being used to 
falsely validate a commercial product or company please contact 
finance.innovation@nhs.net

https://onenhsfinance.nhs.uk/the-finance-innovation-forum/innovation-programme/submit-an-innovation/
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
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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.

An NHS Finance platform for the discovery and development of problems, ideas and innovations.

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?subject=
https://www.linkedin.com/company/onenhsfinance/
https://twitter.com/OneNHSFinance
https://onenhsfinance.nhs.uk/the-finance-innovation-forum/innovation-programme/
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/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/Art-of-the-Possible-Artificial-Intelligence-and-Blockchain.pdf
https://forms.office.com/pages/responsepage.aspx?id=LI1d_7j6oEO0-Ua0AitOQdmEB8an_fRGp7aAgK5WELxUQ01CSkxQTEFRSVNPVVcwUkczRlM4RllDQy4u

