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MOVING FORWARD WITH DATA 
ANALYTICS 
If your data analytics initiative stalls, ask the right probing questions to clarify your path forward.

Auditors and finance teams are working diligently to add 
data analytics to their processes.  Unfortunately, many of 
these initiatives move forward much slower than 
anticipated.  If you find your firm in that position, here are 
some strategies that may help you get moving again.

Early Stage Lack of Traction

Like all change initiatives, data analytics must have the full 
support of leadership as evidenced by persistent 
messaging, the allocation of resources, and the willingness 
to hold others accountable.  Without this level of support, a 
data analytics initiative will not get very far before 
sputtering to a standstill.

The commitment among firm partners begins with a shared 
understanding of what the firm means by “data analytics.”  
Don’t take it for granted that this shared understanding 
exists.  Ask a group of auditors to define data analytics and 
you’re likely to get many different, reasonable answers.  
The firm won’t get very far if key decision makers don’t 
agree at this fundamental level. 

Firms tend to focus on the selection of a data analytics tool.  
Choosing the right tool is important important, but it’s not 

the essence of the project.  What you’re striving for is better 
informed decisions that provide tangible benefit to the firm.

Choosing a new software is a chore; finding new ways to 
make the firm more profitable is a cause that will attract 
others.

Our favorite definition frames data analytics as a decision 
making tool.  It’s a way to transform raw data into insight 
that allows decision makers to make better informed 
decisions.  Framing data analytics this way establishes a 
clear path between data analytics and benefit to the firm 
that others will be able to visualize.

The next step in the path is to define the problem you want 
data analytics to solve. 

For any innovation to have a lasting impact, it must solve a 
well-defined problem that firm partners recognize as a 
problem.  There will be some ambiguity about problem 
definition at the beginning of the initiative, but firm 
leadership must be relentless in its push for clarity. 

For example, “we want to be more efficient in our audit” is 
too vague to attract the sustained commitment of those 
who struggle with committing to an initiative that clearly 
benefits them.
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To get this audit efficiency project moving forward again, 
the firm should devote more effort to understanding the 
root causes of inefficiency and whether data analytics is 
the solution.  Consider questions such as—

• Where are we losing efficiency now?

• What decision do we make now that lead to 
inefficiency?  Who makes those decisions?

• What data would they need to make better decisions?

• If we improve these decisions will that deliver a 
signifiant benefit to the firm?  Is this a problem worth 
solving?

• How much longer are we willing to live with the 
inefficiency?  Is this a problem worth solving now?

Providing thoughtful answers to these questions will help 
convince those who are on the fence 
to more fully commit to your initiative.

Post-Launch Sluggish 
Adoption

Often, innovative initiatives achieve 
only modest success because 
regular use of the tool is limited to a 
small percentage of engagements.  
The underlying cause of a lack of 
early adoption usually stems from a 
lack of understanding among the 
managers and staff about what they should be doing with 
the new audit tool. 

Providing auditors with a new technology is not like giving 
a teenager their first phone.  Most auditors will not 
explore the capabilities of their new audit software just for 
the fun of it.  After being introduced to a new data 
analytics tool, the vast majority of auditors will be 
confused or unwilling to experiment on their 
engagements.

Training auditors on data analytics techniques and the 
features and functionality of your new tool without a job 
specific context will not result in the large scale adoption 
you want.  Of course, some auditors will learn the 
techniques.  These “super users” may deploy data 
analytics effectively on a handful of engagements.  But 
until the firm has a more structured analytics process you 
won’t be able to deploy analytics at the scale and 
consistency needed to make transformational change.

If your firm plans to pilot test a new platform, use the 
pilot test to help define the process and who does what 
on the engagement.  For example:

• Many teams struggle to obtain reliable data, properly 
formatted.  Use your pilot test to help define best 
practices for obtaining and evaluating client data.  Add 
these steps to your audit program.

• Teams will have to set parameters to identify 
unexpected relationships or transaction anomalies for 
further investigation.  What is the process for defining 
those parameters?  How much autonomy do 
individual audit teams have in setting those 
parameters?  How should the partners and managers 
review the audit file to evaluate whether those 
parameters were reasonable?

Training auditors on specific job 
tasks will lead to much better 
adoption than simply training on 
how to use the tool.

Inability to Realize 
Expected Benefits

After the platform has been 
launched and is being used you 
still may not be realizing the full 
benefits of data analytics.  Your 

firm may experience—

• Narrow but deep usage.  Auditors split between 
“super users” and “everyone else,” with only the 
smaller group of super users seeing any efficiency 
gains.

• Wide but shallow usage.  Most teams use the data 
analytics platform but for only a very limited number of 
uses (e.g., journal entry testing).

Re-Think Your Training

Training should be an important part of driving a broad 
and deep adoption of a new technology.  The key 
question to ask is“what type of training do we need?”  
Most firms place far too much emphasis on functional 
training when what they really need is to develop the 
foundational skills of their auditors.  Regardless of your 
data analytics tool, for the firm to realize the highest 
return on their investment, auditors must have the 
following foundational skills.
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• Critical Thinking.  The application of data analytics is a 
critical thinking exercise. 

Unfortunately, many staff auditors have less of a 
critical thinking and more of a “check the box” mindset.  
Providing a powerful analytics tool won’t help someone 
who hasn’t yet developed their analytical skills.

• Problem Solving.  Data analytics must solve a 
problem, and the most important part of problem 
solving is problem definition.  If your auditors have not 
properly defined the problem, any data analytics 
application—no matter how good—will not achieve 
desired results.  Without a thorough understanding of 
the problem, auditors are more likely to solve the 
wrong problem or misinterpret the results than they are 
to effectively apply data analytics to make better 
decisions.

• Communication.  Analytics platforms can dazzle you 
with their visual interpretation of the data.  Charts and 
graphs are vastly superior to spreadsheet rows and 
columns.  But no matter how good the visuals may 
look, ultimately the auditor must communicate their 
meaning and do so in a way that resonates with the 
audience.  It’s critical for auditors to be able “tell a 
story with data.”

Don’t overlook the need for good communication skills 
while planning an analytics application.  The most 
challenging part of many analytics applications is 
getting good data from the client in a usable format.  
Your auditors must have the ability to communicate 
effectively with the client during planning so they can 
get what they need.

In time, a good auditor will develop these foundational 
skills.  Your goal should be to develop these skills faster, 
which may require you to challenge the firm’s current 
approach to training.

Start Building Skills Now

Start now to begin improving your auditors’ foundational 
skills.  There is no downside to beginning this process 

immediately because the benefits of improving these skills 
go far beyond data analytics.

Be prepared to take a hard look at your current training 
practices.  Skills development training is much different 
from training to drive awareness and transfer knowledge.  
To improve foundational skills will not only take time, it 
most likely will require a different approach to learning.

Ask Probing Questions

A lack of clarity is the most common reason firms get 
“stuck” in implementing data analytics.  To get moving 
again, try asking a few of these clarifying questions.

Ask these questions to help leadership commit to 
achieving a shared goal.

• What is the problem we’re trying to solve with data 
analytics?  Is it a problem worth solving and worth 
solving now?  Are we sure that data analytics can 
solve this problem?

• What is the process we will use—start to finish—to 
deploy data analytics across our practice?

• What do we want the senior and staff to do on the 
engagement?  The Manager?  The Partner?

• Do all of our auditors—partner to staff—have the 
critical thinking, communication and other foundational 
skills necessary to take full advantage of data 
analytics?

Take the Time to Plan; Be Persistent

You don’t need to wait until your data analytics initiative is 
stuck before asking important clarifying questions.  
Anticipate the problems you will encounter and ask these 
questions early and often.

Incorporating data analytics is difficult and will take time.  
Progress will not be a straight line.  Be sure to take note of 
incremental progress and advertise early successes.  
Keep at it.  In the long run your efforts will pay off.

MRA Learning is a full service learning and development consulting firm that specializes in curriculum 
design and custom learning solutions.  You can reach Mike at mramos@mralearning.com.


