Success Story

Detroit Institute of Arts Curbs “Artistic License”
with Organizational Spending
Overhauls purchasing processes using ExpenseWatch.com as its foundation
for success

“

One of the main factors contributing to the new
processes and procedures was the need for greater
visibility into spending and access to necessary
information in a timely manner. With ExpenseWatch.
com, financial processes have been improved through
appropriately structured processes for purchasing
goods and services, enhanced budget oversight and
management, and increased visibility through control
and reporting.”
Loren Lau
Vice President and Chief Financial Officer

Customer Profile

A beacon of culture for the Detroit area since 1885, the Detroit Institute of
Arts houses one of the largest, most significant collections in the United
States. A major destination for all things artistic, its facilities include more
than 600,000 square feet, 100-plus galleries, an auditorium, lecture/recital
hall, theater, learning center, reference library and world-renown laboratory.
The DIA has an annual operating budget of approximatly $33 million. A
major rennovation conducted over the past six years enlarged its already
formidable facility. During this time-frame, the DIA also embarked upon the
largest capital campaign in its history.
The increased spending brought to light many opportunities for
improvement and highlighted the organization’s desire to overhaul its
procurement processes.

At a Glance
Customer:
Detroit Institute of Arts
Industry:
Non-Profit, Arts
Business Challenge:
Paper-based system with complex
accounting structure created account
tracking errors and lags in purchasing
approvals
Lack of visibility into spending and
access to needed information in a
timely manner
Limited spending controls or approval
chains
Significant auditing concerns
Solution:
ExpenseWatch.com—Purchasing and
AP Invoice Management
Results:
Spending reductions from 10% to as
much as 70%
Improved budget oversight and
management
Automated workflows and hierarchies
eliminate the guesswork as to who
ordered or approved what
Increased visibility through control
and reporting

“

One of the main factors
contributing to the new
processes and procedures
was the need for greater
visibility into spending
and access to necessary
information in a timely
manner.”

Loren Lau
Vice President and CFO
Detroit Institute of Arts

Business Challenges

The DIA has 360 employees and approximately 100 auxiliary groups
making purchases on its behalf. It used a paper-based system that
provided little control over who spent what, where.
The DIA’s highly complex accounting structure increased the work
required to catch account tracking errors and lags in approval of
purchases. Purchase requests could be passed back and forth
between departments multiple times.
Invoices would arrive into accounting with no back up purchase
order or request. This required the accounting department to
investigate which department ordered an item and who approved
the purchase.
The challenges of spending controls or approval chains, and the
inability to track items received created auditing concerns. In
addition, the need for greater visibility into spending and access to
necessary information were major factors contributing to the new
processes and procedures.

Solution Overview

The DIA embarked on a process to implement many best
practices, balancing its unique corporate culture with the ever
present demands of a mid-sized non-profit. Specifically, the
DIA identified the need for:
• greater front-end purchase oversight;
• application of corporate policies to the requisition process
and transaction approval;
• awareness of spending trends and volumes to leverage
purchasing power; and
• highly structured bidding policies and procedures.
In order to address the purchasing issues, DIA formed a
committee with key management, accounting personnel and
heads of “high-spend” departments. This committee diagramed
the then current purchasing processes to understand and
identify the bottlenecks and workflow issues and concerns. The
committee defined and mapped out a new purchasing process,
which was based upon industry best practices, but adapted to
the size and resource constraints of the DIA.

The team worked for more than a year, developing analytics,
such as current process time studies, audits of transaction
volume and accuracy, and overall process flow. The data was
accumulated into the process map. The process map was then
anayzed for efficiencies and accounting and financial control, and
the team redesigned the process to address each opportunity
for improvement. Once the new process was finalized, it was
presented to the DIA’s Board of Directors for approval
With approvals in place, the DIA created a new purchasing
department that was tasked with finding an automated
purchasing solution to enable the new processes and procedures
to be implemented. The team worked to identify a system based
on best practices which mapped well to the new purchasing
policy. The choice would have to provide a straghtforward
approach to how purchasing should be done. Additionally the
cost of the new system would have to be in line with what DIA,
a midsize organization, could absorb. The solution chosen was
ExpenseWatch.com.

“With ExpenseWatch.com,

financial processes have
been improved through
appropriately structured
processes for purchasing
goods and services,
enhanced budget oversight
and management, and
increased visibility through
control and reporting”

”

Loren Lau
Vice President and CFO
Detroit Institute of Arts

The chief financial officer identified early on the need for
company-wide buy in. Like any organization which is more than
100 years old, adoption of the new process and procedures was
gradual, but paramount to the program’s success. This initiative
impacted numerous roles and departments in the organization
strategically, tactically and operationally.
The rollout took nearly a year to fully complete, but as a
service department, purchasing helped with the integration
of new policies, training, and support; and it is now tasked
with managing ongoing operational purchasing for the entire
organization.

Business Benefit

ExpenseWatch.com is a key factor in the DIA being able to
implement its new purchasing processes. Without it, the DIA
would have had to hire numerous staff to support the new purchasing processes and workflow the
organization wanted to implement, which would not have been an option.
Operations have improved by automating approval workflows and hierarchies, eliminating the
guesswork of which department requested an item for purchase, who approved it and whether
or not it was/is within budget. The new system first provides all financial information a user needs
to accurately create requisitions. Errors are able to be identified promptly and corrected on the fly

allowing approvals and processing of purchases to be reduced
to days and in some cases, hours.
Prices for sourced goods and services have been significantly
reduced through a mandatory bidding process for items over
$5,000. The visibility into spending for items purchased under
the $5,000 threshold has allowed for cost savings from 10%
to as much as 70% in some cases. Items under $5,000 are also
selected for bid as appropriate.
DIA has experienced many qualitative improvements in
supplier performance, accompanied by decreases in cost. It is
common to assume that low price selection criteria equates
to a sacrifice in quality. In many cases at the DIA, trusted
incumbent vendors have reduced their fees to become the
lowest provider, yet improved their quality and performance.
For example, grounds management costs have been reduced
by 62%, while supplier performance has improved significantly.
Twenty months after the new policies were put into place,
department heads—several of whom are PhDs with significant
expertise in various fields, such as education, art history, art
restoration, and conservation science—are beginning to see
the benefits to their budgets and are engaging the purchasing
department for support in sourcing and obtaining goods
and services.
“One of the main factors contributing to the new processes and procedures was the need for greater
visibility into spending and access to necessary information in a timely manner,” said Loren Lau,
vice president and chief financial officer. “With ExpenseWatch.com, financial processes have been
improved through appropriately structured processes for purchasing goods and services, enhanced
budget oversight and management, and increased visibility through control and reporting.”

