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IDEA  vs. Microsoft Access

Editor’s note:  The wide acceptance of Microsoft products in the US has resulted in a tendency for auditors to question why they could not use Microsoft Access as a data extraction and analysis tool.  The following article was written by Audimation Services, Inc., to contrast IDEA  with MS Access.

IDEA is a powerful and easy to use data analysis tool.  IDEA extends its user’s reach beyond general-purpose database software by letting the user read, display, analyze, manipulate, sample and extract data files from almost any source.  The software, originally designed for auditors, can satisfy financial statement auditing objectives, and also serves as a tool for account reconciliation, basic data mining, fraud investigations, operational/ internal auditing, preparation of management reports and other analyses, as well as security log reviews and file transfers.  IDEA can also be used to enhance continuous monitoring objectives for business applications such as banking and financial services, manufacturing, retail, and government benefits and grants.  

Although both programs are Microsoft based, IDEA is a specifically designed tool for data analysis.  It features customized pull down menus such as an analysis menu with file stratifications, field summarizations, and aging capabilities; a data menu with extractions, duplicate key, and gap detection; and a sampling menu with the four most currently used sampling techniques and random number generation capabilities. 

In contrast to IDEA, Access is designed for a wide general population.  Accountants and analysts trying to reach data analysis capabilities in Access will note the process involves a longer learning curve because of the considerable amount of coding needed to design the pre-programmed functions that are simple point and click menu options in IDEA.  It is far more effective to use software designed specifically for the audit and data analysis process, over general-purpose software.  

Additionally, using a general tool like Access reduces audit independence.  That is, the auditor is dependent on data processing personnel or possibly IS auditors for information on how to code routines to process data.  An experienced level of coding is needed to accomplish many of the point and click routines built into IDEA, particularly in the areas of data control, duplicate key detection, aging stratification and sampling.  Furthermore, using Access Query and Report features can require frequent use of reference material, which in a severe time crunch can cause the user to give up trying to develop the needed in-depth Access knowledge.  IDEA has been specifically designed so users can focus on results instead of coding and report customization.

One of the many strengths of IDEA is the ability to import data from a wide variety of sources, including main frames.  The IDEA Import Assistant facilitates all imports and is especially valuable to non-computer technical auditors. Imported data formats include:  EBCDIC, ASCII, dBase, Lotus, Print Report format, SAP, AS400, ODBC, Access, Excel, relational databases, and other smart imports.

Using IDEA also provides protection of the actual production data. IDEA is a “read only” program in regards to the original data that has been imported.  New fields can be created, however the original data will never be altered.  Access, on the other hand, allows the user the ability to manipulate the imported data.  This could lead to data corruption through editing or deletion of Access tables or data.

IDEA also automatically provides a variety of input file control totals and statistics, which can be checked any time the file is in use. Throughout IDEA, there are numerous control features that provide the user assurance as to the integrity of the data being analyzed.  These controls can take the form of fast, easy to generate control totals – record counts, dollar or item totals of selected fields or entire files, or any totals that the auditor deems of value.  Since Access does not provide automatic control totals it is possible the manipulated data will not be discovered immediately.

Another useful audit control is IDEA’s automatically generated collapsible history log that records each process step performed by the auditor.  This provides the user with a record that can be mechanically copied into audit workpapers.  The history log records all processes that have been run in the past on the data, allowing the user to tell what subset of information was derived from the original data.

IDEA uses a File Explorer window to provide easy, industry-standard file management.  This window is movable, dockable, and resizable and displays information about all IDEA files in the current folder in either a hierarchical or sorted list.  This type of organization can allow Client Folders to contain multiple databases as well as subsets. 

The “redo” function, only available in IDEA, is a great time-saver for users who are performing discovery-type analysis.   With the “redo” function, a user can change the criteria and rerun a stratification, aging or extraction without having to completely restart the process.

IDEA and Access both have the ability to join multiple databases into a single database for testing. Files are joined through a common link (referred to as a “key”).  However, IDEA also has the ability to append and compare very large databases.   Appending a database consists of concatenating two or more files into a single database for audit testing such as appending monthly payroll files, which could then be summarized to produce year-to-date grosses, nets, taxes, and deductions.  Comparing a database consists of comparing two files at two points of time, numeric fields from different systems, etc.  

Another unique feature to IDEA is the File Statistics results tab that is automatically created once data has been imported.  For each number field, values such as net, maximum, minimum and average value, as well as numbers of debit, credit and zero items are provided.  For each date field, the tab provides information such as the earliest and latest dates and daily and monthly analyses of the number of transactions.

Both programs have expression builders with @ functions that can perform a wide variety of tasks, including financial function, calculations, differences between dates, and locating or accessing specified data within a field.  However, unlike Access, IDEA users are prompted through the criteria creation process to help them build expressions, thus eliminating the complexity of writing SQL statements either from memory or scratch.  Moreover, IDEA’s help function not only defines each of the “@ functions,” it lists several examples of useful applications of the function.  IDEA also includes automatic generation of Visual Basic scripts to aid in the creation of macros.  These Visual Basic-type scripts can be copied and re-run in subsequent projects.  

Both programs have the ability to print reports from their chosen queries.  Access reports are fully customizable including formatting of all columns of data as well as the ability to embed document links and graphics.  IDEA uses a wysiwyg approach to preparing reports.  The current version has many formatting capabilities, but not as extensive as can be found in Access.

Since IDEA is a specifically designed data analysis software, many audit functions can be executed through a point and click sequence.  These functions include the identification of duplicates which can identify duplicate items within a database where up to eight fields of information are the same.  Gap detection identifies gaps in numeric, date sequence, or alphanumerical sequences with a user-defined mask.  Benford’s Law can be applied to digital analysis to identify possible errors, potential fraud or other irregularities.  Based on the law regarding the natural occurrence of digits, the function works by counting digit occurrences or values in the database and comparing them to the totals to the predicted result. Numeric, Character and Date Stratifications can be used to total the number and value of records within specific bands.  Extractions, or exception testing, the most frequently used function in IDEA, are helpful when working with big files and can are used to identify items which satisfy a specific characteristic.  A single extraction or up to 50 separate extractions can be performed on a database. The Aging function is used to age a file from a specified date for up to six user-defined intervals.

IDEA has no file size limitation, as long as the hard drive that contains the data has sufficient capacity.  IDEA can summarize a database with 1,500,000 records in 4 seconds.  If that database required more than 2 gigabytes of data, Access would not be able to process the data at all.

IDEA sampling routines have been accepted by federal government agencies and by CPA firms.  Government and CPA entities require standards of audit documentation including statistical sampling.  It is far easier to meet documentation standards using IDEA, a widely accepted “audit software package,” than from a general use database package like Access.

IDEA 2002 vs. Microsoft Access Summary Comparison

	Description / Function
	IDEA
	Access

	Microsoft Based
	· Yes
	· Yes

	Principal Function
	· Audit / Analysis Software
	· General Purpose Database

	Programming
	· Specifically designed for financial statement (external) auditing objectives, fraud investigation, and internal auditing
	· User must customize relationships, queries, and reports



	Ease of Use
	· Simple, easy to use point and click, pull down menus and management reports: ratio calculation, summarizations, performance measures, profiling, inventory and cash flow analysis
	· Complex w / long learning curve

	Import Data
	· Specifically design for data imports such as: EBCDIC, ASCII, dBase, Lotus, Print Report format, SAP, AS400, ODBC, Access, Excel, relational databases, and other smart imports
	· Not specifically designed for data import - particularly EBCDIC, print reports etc.

	Built-in Automatic Controls
	· Yes – including numerous statistical and file controls and history 
	· No – controls need to be programmed 

	Built-in Audit Functions
	· Yes
	· No – controls need to be programmed

	Size Limitations
	· None – unlimited number of space available (per your hardware requirements) and number of fields 
	· Yes – limited to 2 gigabytes minus the space needed for system objects, 255 fields in a table
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