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Your analysis toolbox

With a fragmented market and an array of options 
to choose from, getting the right analysis tools for 
your needs can prove challenging. Here are the 
things you need to consider.    

You may have strong intuition of trends and 
performance for a business, but analysis tools will 
put hard numbers against your hunches and lend 
them credibility. Or, in some cases, debunk them 
and save you from a misstep.

1. Uniformity and stability

Accurate and consistent data is vital in analysis. 
Without it, the exercises you conduct are at risk of 
being skewed and unreliable. Analysis tools can 
provide health checks across entire organisations 
in seconds using established rules each time, 
providing comparability and consistency. That 
helps with scaling up and builds in efficiency.

“It irons out errors and exemptions,” says Paul 
Donno, founder and managing director of 1 
Accounts, who also notes it’s vital to have a clear 
view of your business’s needs and how analysis 
tools can meet them.

“The market is quite fragmented, from start to 
finish. There’s a lot out there that you could spend 
a long time researching. If you’re starting out, it’s 
best to speak to someone who’s used the products 
you’re considering.”

2. Snapshot vs history

Some analysis tools are only capable of providing 
you a snapshot in time, while others can look back 
over historic data.

“A cloud-based nuance to these things is that the 
cloud is real-time and live – but sometimes with 
these things, the report needs to be done that day 
because you can’t go back,” explains Accounts and 
Legal’s Stuart Hurst. “With some of these tools, I 
can’t look back a month ago and tell you how staff 
are performing. If I don’t get that report that day, 
it’s gone forever.”

He also highlights limitations around sharing 
insights from some tools – saying that with some 
tools it can be “very difficult” to extract and 
disseminate insights to your team or your clients.

“The data’s there, but you can sometimes find 
yourself pulling things out and putting it into Excel, 
which is a waste. It’s not just what’s in there, but 
how you get it out and share it.”

With some of these tools, I can’t look 
back a month ago. If I don’t get that 
report that day, it’s gone forever.
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3. Easier said than done

Perhaps counterintuitively, implementation of 
analysis tools should be an intensive process, 
regardless of whether you’re in practice or 
business, explains Carl Reader, entrepreneur and 
joint chairman and owner of accountancy firm d&t.

“The problem at the moment is that a lot of the 
tech out there is presented as off-the-shelf and 
plug-in-and- go,” he explains. “You shouldn’t be 
using one of these tools just by subscribing and 
clicking a few buttons. Every business has its own 
needs and you need to marry up what you’re trying 
to achieve with what the software can do.

“Often there will be a gap between those two 
things, so you’ll have to figure out how to plug that 
gap,” Reader notes.

“The intelligence of an accountant is still far 
beyond the tech. To be able to use these packages 
properly, they have to know the common problems 
that come up with them, and that only comes 
about through proper implementation and testing.”

4. Hearts and minds

Bringing in analysis tools will expose flaws in old 
processes and working practices, something 
Hurst warns can lead to some push-back unless 
managed carefully.

“When you put one of these systems in, you’ve got 
to be prepared,” notes Hurst. “It will show you the 
good, the bad and the ugly and some people can 
be very protective over some things that they’ve 
been doing for years.

“You have to be careful in terms of managing the 
transition and sell that as not attacking individuals. 
They could get on the defensive and you will lose 
the battle and encounter resistance.”

Every business has its own needs and 
you need to marry up what you’re trying 
to achieve with what the software can do
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For your app stack

Making sure you have the right analysis tools for  
your organisation is paramount. Here are some  
of the most widely used options on the market

Xavier
Recently acquired by Receipt 
Bank, Xavier allows you and 
your team to clean up your data, 

check compliance and root out and check errors, 
exceptions and duplications. It integrates with 
Xero, and its built-in artificial intelligence learns 
your payment patterns and identifies any unusual 
transactions for checking. Customers can use the 
resulting sanitised data to build powerful, reusable 
reports both within clients and across them, and 
share these with their teams. Also allows you to 
see at-a-glance health scores, cash position, VAT 
position and group clients by account manager to 
identify which team member needs help.

Requirements: Xero

Price: £5 per month for a single client

Futrli Advisor
Futrli can be used for reporting 
both internally and externally, 
and is capable of providing 

historical data. It can provide graphics that can 
be presented to other teams or clients and can be 
easily interpreted and understood. It is also able 
to produce forecasts up to 10 years in advance, 
which can be used for ongoing benchmarking. 

Customers can incorporate non-financial data 
(such as environmental metrics or staff diversity) 
to produce greater context and granularity. 
Proactive alerts can be set up to monitor KPIs  
and ensure they don’t exceed any limits.

Requirements: Xero, Quickbooks Online, MYOB

Price: £29.99 per month with a seven-day free trial

Syft
Suitable for both accountancy 
practices and in business, Syft 
allows users to visualise data in 

customisable graphs and dashboards, consolidate 
multiple entities into a single entity and 
benchmark against industry peers. Customers 
can create financial forecasts or budgets and 
estimate the value of your organisation. It can 
monitor financial ratios in profitability, liquidity 
and solvency and provide variance analysis.

Requirements: Quickbooks Online,  
Sage Cloud, Xero

Price: £15 per month, with a 14-day free trial
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Case study

How analysis tools saved  
one firm 80% of time  
reviewing VAT returns

Top 20 accountancy firm UHY Hacker Young saved 
huge amounts of time in reviewing its clients’ VAT 
returns when it introduced Xavier to the practice.

“Our turnaround time on VAT returns was reduced 
more than 80% percent after we introduced 
Xavier,” explains Stuart Hurst, who is now at 
Accounts and Legal. “The programme could find 
differences in seconds, so that time reviewing VAT 
returns disappeared.”

That saved time led to a domino effect for the 
firm, as they were able to communicate more 
with their clients and address issues in other 
parts of their businesses.

“A classic one is credit cards, which are notoriously 
bad for having a direct feed, so businesses will 
often import them manually, which is why the data 
was so far behind,” says Hurst. “We got in touch 
with them and offered them a Receipt Bank credit 
card, which has a direct feed into the accounting 
software and solved that problem.”

That conversation, Hurst says, came about as 
a result of the introduction of analysis tools and 
seeing that the time the client was spending on its 
credit card was slower than the bank reconciliation.

“We spent much less time on the VAT, which 
meant we were able to look at their situation  
in more detail,” he says.

Natural curiosity

It’s vital, though, not to rely too heavily on your 
digital tools, warns Carl Reader. “Technology can 
help by raising flags, but it can’t be a complete 
answer at the moment.”

Reader points to a recent insolvency he’s aware of, 
which, among other things, saw a mistake in the 
input data missed and replicated throughout the 
company’s accounts and forecasts.

“The data analysis software hadn’t picked 
everything up. If mistakes are fed in and the systems 
say it’s okay, auditors can turn a blind eye and the 
error is carried through and the issue grows.”

The programme could find 
differences in seconds, so that time 
reviewing VAT returns disappeared.
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Catching errors

However, after introducing Xavier to his practice, 1 
Accounts founder Paul Donno noticed a client who 
got “very close to, and then exceeded” the cash 
accounting threshold. As a result, the client had to 
be moved to standard VAT.

“Without our analysis software, we may not have 
spotted that at the time, so it saved our bacon really.”

He also points to the experience of another client, 
who paid a supplier twice for one piece of work.

“A few invoices went wrong for a construction client 
and the supplier had taken the money, and we 
managed to get them a refund. Without Xavier, we 
never would have noticed the duplications, so it’s a 
good example of what analysis tools can do for you.”

It’s an experience Kinder Pocock managing 
director Sharon Pocock recognises too. 

“Surfacing data across your whole portfolio is 
hugely important,” she explains. “I’ve got a report 
which tells us whether the client is VAT-registered 
or not and what their turnover is. That way, at a 
glance, we can see if they’re getting close to the 
threshold and whether they’ve gone over it.”

Information such as that helps make business 
decisions, too, Pocock explains. 

“We work with clients with business plans to set 
KPIs and with the right data tools, you can then 
measure that against what they’re actually doing 
and help to improve,” she says, citing the example 
of a client which is exploring taking on an employee 
as it approached the VAT threshold. 

“We can present that information to them in a 
meaningful way and help set out an action plan 
with them. The software also helps us perform 
health checks on our clients and we can triage the 
ones which need most help with their businesses.”

We can present that information to 
them in a meaningful way and help 
set out an action plan with them.
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1. Check your KPIs

Knowing what you want to measure and how 
is a vital starting point. It defines the scope of 
data you’re looking at, sets your priorities and 
identifies which areas need most attention. Some 
programmes cast a very wide net, while others are 
function-specific, so having clarity on your focus is 
vital.

2. Check your needs

Sometimes, the simplest solution is the best one. 
Most mainstream accountancy softwares, such as 
Xero, Quickbooks, FreeAgent, have built-in analysis 
tools. While these aren’t as powerful and specific 
as the others discussed in this piece, they may well 
meet your business’ needs.

3. Keep at it

Giving apps like these a one-month trial is a 
waste of time. Like any change in habits, make a 
plan, give it at least three months, expect it to be 
challenging and stay strong.

4. Understand the software and its 
limitations

Many of these tools are extremely powerful and 
offer insight that wouldn’t be possible without 
them. But they assist accounts, they don’t replace 
them. But the process can go wrong, and where it 
does, those mistakes can be replicated and lead to 
fundamental errors. Human oversight is essential.

Tips to get started
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We hope you’ve enjoyed our overview of analysis tools. 
Please get in touch if you have any questions or feedback.

Call us on +44 (0)20 3735 2400.  
Lines are open 09.00 to 17.00 (UK time), Monday to Friday.

Email us at contentteam@aat.org.uk

Any questions?

Association of Accounting Technicians 
140 Aldersgate Street 
London 
EC1A 4HY

t: +44 (0)20 7397 3000

f: +44 (0)20 7397 3009

e: aat@aat.org.uk

aat.org.uk

Registered charity no. 1050724
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