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Overview
From Counters to Communicators
Finance professionals have typically been the keepers and 
custodians of financial numbers for their institutions.

The rise of new challenges in higher ed: 

• Flat enrollment

• Declining support from public sources

• Increased scrutiny and information demands from third 
parties, such as regulators, politicians, and parents

Have made the role of finance more important than ever.
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These new demands call for finance professionals to move beyond the 
traditional role of custodian of the numbers to a role as Chief Story 
Teller that puts the numbers into proper context for:

• Business managers

• Senior Leadership

• External parties

With the ability to accurately forecast performance and mitigate risk:

• Managing assumptions about the future

• Considering scenarios, running stress tests

• Managing planning processes with integrity

The Role of Finance is Changing

When finance professionals do this they become a 
Strategic Advisor to the Organization

• Strategic thinking with strong business acumen 

• Bring a perspective that is risk aware, grounded in the numbers, and 
aligned with the mission and aspirations of the institution

•  A trusted analytical partner for senior management to guide 
strategic decision making
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What Aspect to Reporting is Most Challenging?

25%
Integra�ng mul�ple data 

sources in one report

22%
Clean, consistent and 

trusted data

20%
Need be	er dashboards 

and visualiza�ons

13%
Ability to “drill” into 

reports to understand 
details behind reports

Source: 2014 Axiom Performance Management Survey
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4 Best Practices in Financial Reporting for Higher Education

Know your Audience Put the data into context Allow users to interact 
with the data

Make Reporting Actionable

1 2 3 4

These 4 best practices will help you provide the insight to your business partners so they can make informed decisions
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Know your Audience

Like any other author you need to consider the audience. In reporting 
an enterprise setting this entails these questions:

Who?

• First determine your major user groups

When?

• What is the proper cadence that each of your users groups needs 
the information

• Don’t overburden them with too many reports; identify when it 
makes sense to give real-time updates vs. weekly/monthly/quarterly 
reports

1

How and Where?

• Deliver the information in the format that your audience uses most 
frequently

• Make them available where users will access them (PPT, mobile, etc)

• Use a variety of formats

What?

• Some users will need highly formatted, fixed reports. Others will use 
intuitive dashboards. Others will need ad hoc options.

• Ensure appropriate Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) are set and 
measured for the institution
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Consider the information needs across the organization

1

Chancellors 
Higher Level KPI’s 
and Dashboards 

CFOs, Deans 
Consolidated 

Results, Outliers, 
& Explanations 

Chairs Detailed 
Reporting & Drill 

Thru Analysis 
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Know your audience

1

Different types
of visualization

Different types
of visualization

Quickly identify issues 
with actual values 

compared to 
threshold and target

Operational and 
financial data

at a glance
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Know your audience

1

Ready for board 
presentation or 

external audiences

Standard 
groupings and 

comparison periods
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Put the data into context

To be a good story teller requires more than a recitation of prior 
history. The data must be put into context

• Show data in a manner that allows for easy trend analysis

• Use targets that are based on both internal and external 
benchmarks

• For internal target

 - What are the assumptions that went into setting the target?

 - Who participated in the target setting and who approved it?

2

• Where available use external benchmarks. A few examples of 
available benchmarks

 - Credit Rating Agencies

 - IPEDS

 - Delaware Cost Study

• Financial data should be presented alongside operational data to 
help with context
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Put the data into context

2

Trend Analysis

Key Performance 
Indicators 

User options to drill 
into measure used in 

KPI calculations

3rd Party 
Benchmark data

Key Ratios report with credit agency benchmarks
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Allow users to interact with the data

• In order to gain insight, users need to interact and explore the data. 
Reports should offer tools to facilitate user directed drilling and 
exploration

• Some reports will have a well defined drill path for users while 
others may need a more ad hoc approach

• This best practice naturally follows the previous two, when you 
know your audience and their concerns, and you have put the data 
into it’s proper context, the users will want to drill, filter, and slice 
the report to enhance their understanding.

3
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Labor Expense Variance report with 
Actual compared to Budget

3

End user option 
to define row 

orientation of report: 
Organization or Project
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Interactivity

3

Double click drilling to 
show employee and 
position level detail
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Make Reporting Actionable

The goal of reporting in any enterprise setting is not simply give 
users understanding of data, but rather to enhance informed 
decisions and ultimately, action.

In order to nudge users beyond insight toward action, good 
reporting shows alternative sets of assumptions and outcomes.

• Compare scenarios

• Test the sensitivity of assumptions to outcomes

4
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Compare scenarios
side by side

Scenario Comparison

4
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Understand sensitivity 
of outcomes on key 

variables

Sensitivity Analysis

4
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Deliver in the right place at the right time

Good reporting is delivered in the users preferred format and 
when they need it

• Consider the audience

 - How the audience will consume the information

 - What Device and format

 - Static or ad hoc

Good reporting puts the data in the proper context

• Trends

• Targets, Thresholds

• Benchmark data

Good reporting is interactive with user selectors and drill 
options

Good reporting enables appropriate action to showing 
alternative courses of action and delivering insight to 
underlying assumptions and risks
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About Kaufman Hall

Since 1985, Kaufman Hall has been a leading advisor to senior management 
teams and Boards of the nation’s most distinguished institutions, helping them 
to incorporate proven methods into their strategic planning and financial 
management, quantify the financial impact of their plans and actions, and 
consistently achieve their goals. Our services use a rigorous, disciplined, and 
structured approach that is based on the principles of corporate finance. 

The breadth and integration of our advisory services is unparalleled. Services 
encompass strategy; financial and capital planning; debt and derivatives-
related financial transactions; capital allocation and decision making; and 
mergers, acquisitions, real estate, and joint ventures. No other professional 
services firm operating in the non-profit education and healthcare sectors 
combines all of these services under a single corporate umbrella. 

To complement our advisory services, for more than 20 years Kaufman Hall 
has provided software products that support decision-making processes and 
sustainable strategies and plans. In 2014, Kaufman Hall acquired Axiom Software, 
a leading provider of planning systems to higher education. The acquisition of 
Axiom has provided Kaufman Hall with a world-class software platform, creating 
a unified company with unmatched expertise and experience in data-driven 
analysis to transform financial, operational, and strategic planning. 

Kaufman Hall’s Axiom Higher Education Suite offers the industry’s leading 
enterprise performance management platform for finance users. Configured 
for higher education solutions, the suite supports long-range planning, 
budgeting, and forecasting, and delivers rich analytics.

For more information, please contact Tony Ard (tonyard@kaufmanhall.com) 
or Charles Kim (ckim@kaufmanhall.com) at 847.441.8780 or access  
www.kaufmanhall.com/highereducation.

mailto:tonyard%40kaufmanhall.com?subject=
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