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viewed in the aggregate, they compounded 
one another, magnifying their impact on the 
overall process. Chris Van Wyk describes the 
situation in these simple terms: “I just knew 
there had to be a better way.”

In a meeting with Drew University’s 
president, we not only reviewed the 
points outlined here but also talked about 
the higher-level issue of accountability, 
of getting department heads to really 
understand—and own—their budgets. 
We discussed the importance of “willing 
participants”—department heads who 
truly engaged in and thought about their 
resource requirements as they went 
through the budget process.

At the end of the meeting, the president 
looked me in the eye and asked, “Do we 
really need this?” It was a moment of truth. 

I had walked into the meeting fully 
confident that I had a firm grasp of the 
challenges we faced. I also knew that 
our president responds to straight talk. 
So when he asked me that question, I 
looked right back at him and responded, 
“We damn well need it. We do a poor job 

of budgeting today, and that needs to 
change.” And with that, I won his support.

The Search for Options 
While contemplating changes to our 
budget process, we had begun looking for 
a new enterprise resource planning (ERP) 
system. We figured that the right vendor 
could provide, among other things, a way 
to solve our budgeting issues. So, initially, 
we tied together our searches for a budget-
ing solution and an ERP vendor.

XLerant’s EACUBO presentation had 
provided me with a set of requirements to 
use when evaluating ERP vendors’ capa-
bilities to enable self-service budgeting. In 
the midst of interviewing various compa-
nies, we asked XLerant to demonstrate its 
BudgetPak software. We invited a dozen or 
so department heads, including the deans 
of Drew’s academic units, the head librar-
ian, and the head of athletics. The software 
needed to draw an enthusiastic response 
from those people, who would be using 
the product to work through the budget 
themselves—and it did. 

Ultimately, we selected SunGard’s 
Banner for our ERP system and XLerant’s 
BudgetPak to enable self-service budget-
ing. First we implemented the budgeting 
product, because it could be done faster 
and we wanted the immediate benefit. 
That decision turned out to be an uninten-
tional stroke of genius. 

One core concept when implementing 
the ERP system we chose is “organization.” 
I had heard that colleges can spend weeks 
exploring alternatives and deciding on the 
most appropriate organization structure to 
anchor their ERP system. In fact, we hadn’t 
given much thought to our organization 
or roll-up structure; it was essentially flat. 
But Drew had a ready-to-go organization 
structure, thanks to XLerant’s product, 
which offers a graphical drag-and-drop 
tool that resembles an organization chart. 
You can see your organization and all lev-
els of roll-up right on the screen, making it 
easy to decide which department roll-ups 
are assigned to a particular dean or vice 
president. To make changes, you simply 
redraw the organization tree on the screen. 

Christopher Van Wyk ran the budget 
process for Drew, a private university in 
Madison, New Jersey, with 2,700 students 
and approximately 600 faculty and staff. 
Van Wyk has an unusual background for 
someone managing the budget process—
and not simply because he has a PhD. in 
computer science from Stanford. Before 
becoming associate vice president for 
finance, he had been a professor in Drew’s 
mathematics department and associate 
dean in its undergraduate college. 

So Van Wyk brought a dual perspective 
to budgeting. He not only understood 
the challenges of orchestrating and 
managing the budget process but also 
knew how difficult it can be for an 
academician—whose daily life revolves 
around the lecture hall—to pivot and 
engage in developing financial budgets. 
To use the vernacular, Van Wyk had a lot 
of “street cred.” 

“Before we moved to self-service 
budgeting, the whole budget process was 
managed in 3-inch binders,” recalls Van 
Wyk, now controller for Peddie School, a 
private school in Hightstown, New Jersey. 
Finance department staff keyed in most 
people’s budgets for them—and then 
keyed in all the corrections and changes 
that inevitably followed. 

“People would phone me, leave sticky 
notes on my door, or send e-mails to let 
me know what they wanted in their bud-
gets or the changes they wanted to make,” 
he continues. “The more sophisticated 
ones would send me spreadsheets, but I’d 
have to check for errors. I could never say 

with 100 percent confidence there wasn’t 
an error somewhere in the roll-ups.” 

As Van Wyk’s boss, I knew he was doing 
a great job with the process we had. But 
given its numerous opportunities for 
miscommunication or misinterpretation, 
the system led too often to people saying 
during budget review sessions, “That’s 
not my number” or “I never agreed to 
that.” Because we could not track budget 
approvals electronically, ambiguity ruled 
in terms of what was approved—and by 
whom—and what wasn’t.

A review of our budget process revealed 
other issues as well: 

oo Lack of supporting documentation. We 
didn’t have a reliable way to capture and 
communicate the rationale behind the 
budget. This generated confusion (and 
a lot of calls and e-mails that often went 
unanswered by deans and department 
heads). In addition, budgeting for events, 
marketing campaigns, strategic initiatives, 
IT projects, and so forth, required spread-
sheets and linked formulas that were 
difficult to create and validate for accuracy. 
So they often weren’t done, missing an 
opportunity for us to gain insight into the 
rationale driving important budgets. 

oo Cumbersome salary planning. Because 
we did our salary planning in a centralized 
fashion, most people resorted to slipping 
notes under the budget director’s door or 
leaving voicemails about planned depar-
tures, requests for new hires, raises, and so 
forth. We had also gotten into the habit of 
transferring lines between departments, 

so our budget director essentially became 
an archeologist, tracking who left, who 
arrived, and who had transferred to which 
department. 

oo Incomplete picture of personnel costs. 
Deans could not see who was being paid 
from what account, nor could they see 
fully loaded benefits. This lack of linked 
information generated confusion and led 
to time wasted answering questions that 
should have been available at a click.

oo Daunting budget templates. We didn’t 
have an easy way to customize budget 
templates to present the few accounts per-
tinent to a particular department. Faced 
with the full chart of accounts, faculty and 
staff could easily become overwhelmed 
and not know how to proceed. 

oo Timing variances. Drew created an 
annual budget and then divided it by 12 to 
arrive at a monthly budget. This approach 
did not reflect the seasonality of some 
costs. Faculty, for example, are paid on 
a 9-month basis while staff are paid on 
a 12-month basis. We had to generate 
complex tables to analyze the differences 
between “Actual Results” and “Budgeted 
Results,” which distracted us from mean-
ingful variance analysis. 

oo Problems with reporting. People could 
see budgets and reports for either an 
individual department or for the fully 
aggregated Drew University budget, which 
includes links to dozens of spreadsheets. 
Producing interim roll-ups for the 
deans and vice presidents proved nearly 
impossible—and it’s hard to hold deans 
accountable if they can’t easily see a roll-
up of the numbers in their particular areas. 
We did all headcount or salary reports in 
Excel, a system that was prone to human 
error. Comparisons of the budget to other 
benchmarks (such as last year’s budget or 
actual spending) were time-consuming to 
produce—and we didn’t have 100 percent 
confidence in the results. 

We didn’t complete a fearless and 
searching inventory like this to beat 
ourselves up about our budget process. We 
wanted to build a compelling business case 
for change. Perhaps none of these issues, 
taken in isolation, was cause for change. But 

FIGURE  A Typical BudgetMap 

Drew University replaced traditional spreadsheet templates with individualized 
BudgetMaps, giving users access to their unique set of accounts and budget workflow.

Sources: Drew University and XLerant Inc.
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The Benefits of Do-It-Yourself 
Budgeting

By shifting many of the budget responsibilities to the individuals respon-
sible for particular departments and cost centers, Drew University’s 

financial division saw a number of positive changes. Not only did budget hold-
ers key in their own numbers to the budget templates—resulting in increased 
ownership—but they noted the following improvements:
oo The capturing of the rationale behind a budget.
oo A better grip on salaries.
oo An end to the debate on budget approvals.
oo Elimination of linked spreadsheets for reporting. 
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