Wiki Accounting
Introduction

This is an accountants eye view of how the ‘Wiki’ culture can influence the way accounting information is disseminated throughout the organisation

The word Wiki is alleged to either comes from the Hawaiian word meaning ‘fast’ or stands for an Acronym for ‘what I know is’, either way it has entered the collective consciousness as  a mechanism whereby data and content is assimilate. At it’s best it is  an open and purposeful collaborative interchange of ideas on a chosen topic, at worst it is a random selection of ill thought ideas with no particular conclusion.

Wikis have been were increasingly adopted in the corporate world as a   collaborative mechanism for ideas. Common uses have included project communication and documentation, usually using Intranets,  some global organisations use wikis to enhance infomation flows

Wiki content
So how can this technology assist the accountant?

Certainly in smaller businesses there is no need for such networking as there are usually informal and sometimes non verbal ways in which information can be assimilated, rejected or accepted. If the CEO wants to know why, he merely has to ask ( or shout at ) the originator of the particular number rather than badger the messenger  (the accountant) to find out. 

However using wikis to back up numbers with a bit of narrative in larger organisations may help because

· A wiki enables all users to re-edit any information within the wiki page, thus keeping abreast of changes 

· Wiki promotes useful references between different topics by making page link creation  easy . 

· Access to wiki pages can be controlled. 
· Wiki Accounting can document key accounting processes and ensure that changes can be logged ( replacing the old accounts manual

· Wiki Accounting can go further than the previous bullet point because it can update the operational processes and the resulting numbers at the same time.

The transparency and rapidity  of editing  wiki pages means that the content is dynamic, this has to be compared and contrasted with the numbers that an accountant wants to reveal and disseminate and can be at variance to the ‘static’ nature of a set of monthly accounts      ( a snapshot of a moment in time).
So, are we talking about a ‘Content Management System’ (CMS) rather than a ‘management Information system’  (MIS) clearly there is an overlap.

The CMS will be an operational process encouraging collaboration of useful information-much the same as a Wiki, it should:

· Allow for a large number of contributions 

· Control access to data, based on user and authority levels 

· Be accessible by all 

· Avoid duplication 

· Improve communication 
 It differs from the MIS which is a series of processes that (ultimately) throws out the Key performance indicators and enable performance to be measured.

Wiki numbers

Now this doesn’t mean that users should have free access to change some static parts of the MIS, for example, where invoice values can be changed, or else this would be chaotic. What it is doing is giving the opportunity for a free and open communication regarding why an invoice value is different ,say, from what was originally quoted and ordered. Key variances from budget could also get a wiki page  so that the originator is pre empting any questions that might arise from their superiors, or indeed other parts of the business or supply chain. In short it is a further extension of ‘Open-book accounting’ 
Almost all accounting data is now recorded electronically and the computers on which they are held are networked so it is perfectly possible for accounting records to be available to every part of the organisation. An inspirational accounts function may well feel that the use of a wiki, provided there are content control systems in place, will provide more openness and comment behind the numbers, without having to ask. It will also be able to track reasons why variances occur and help spot trends.
A culture change obviously also has to happen, originators of numbers should not be afraid to post their comments when plans have gone astray and can use wiki to comment on key variances and actions to be taken, quite often pre empting anything the CEO may say or do.

With the advent of ERP systems, real time accounting and involvement of all levels of the business in compiling and being responsible for the numbers removed some of the burden from the accounts function. Having freed up some of the routine processing, the accounts function therefore was either downsized, or turned into internal audit roles, checking the veracity of the figures so presented and indeed keeping track of the processes by which the numbers were compiled. Having  wiki accounting in place is a means of improving communication and using technology to assist in checking the accuracy of the data and that everyone will be ‘happy‘ with the numbers. 
Conclusion
Wanting explanation behind numbers and asking for assumptions to be spelt out is not a new accounting standard. What wiki accounting is trying to do is to free up the communication channels using means that people are familiar with to improve communication flow. We live in a wiki generation, we are going to have younger people come through who have grown up with a wiki world view, they will realise that some information is plain wrong  or open to misinterpretation and want the chance to rectify it. Using a wiki approach to accounting information is part of the way an accounts function taps into the zeitgeist or trend of how people communicate. What people also need to understand is that it is a permanent record of their conversations which once posted, will be hard to deny, this is the era of Facebook, twitter, linked in and social networking, a Wiki Accounting system would follow this popular trend and any system that helps accounting data interpretation should be welcomed.
