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1 The Crisis Hiding in Plain Sight

The Crisis Hiding 
in Plain Sight
While federal agencies make headlines for audit failures, the real crisis is happening in 
city halls across America, where budget deadlines get missed by weeks, clean audits turn 
into multi-finding disasters within two years, and single employees are left managing 
40,000+ transactions with no oversight.

Here’s the thing most finance directors don’t realize: the pressure isn’t just increasing – 
it’s accelerating. GASB compliance demands that once took days now require continuous 
vigilance. Transparency mandates that seemed manageable with a full staff become 
overwhelming when you’re running at half capacity.

And those 6-9 month budget processes? They’re not just long – they’re broken.

WHAT YOU’LL DISCOVER IN THIS REPORT
This whitepaper exposes the five crisis scenarios already hitting local governments 
and provides a proven roadmap for escape. 

Here’s what we’ll cover:

The Five Crisis Scenarios� 2
threatening every local government 
using manual processes – from 
staff exodus to timeline collapse to 
spreadsheet system failure

The Hidden Breaking Points� 7 
that explain why traditional methods 
can’t handle today’s complexity, 
including new GASB requirements and 
mounting transparency demands

Three Real Success Stories� 8
from governments that transformed 
their budget processes, including 
specific time savings, cost reductions, 
and stress elimination

Your Complete Solution Pathway� 13
with implementation success factors, 
decision frameworks, and next steps to 
transform your budget process before 
the next crisis hits

The bottom line? Finance teams that modernize their budget systems don’t just survive – 
they thrive. They move from reactive firefighting to strategic leadership. 

But those that don’t? They face an inevitable breaking point.

Let’s examine exactly what that looks like.
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WARNING SIGNS

ࠤ	 Finance team members working nights 
and weekends during budget season 

ࠤ	 Key processes dependent 
on one or two people 

ࠤ	 New hires struggling to learn 
complex spreadsheet systems 

ࠤ	 Experienced staff mentioning “burnout” 
or discussing other opportunities

Your most experienced budget analyst just 
gave her two weeks’ notice. The person 
who knows where every formula lives, how 
every workaround functions, and why that 
one spreadsheet has to be updated manually 
every quarter – she’s done.

You’re not alone. Government finance teams 
across the country are hemorrhaging talent 
at unprecedented rates. Some agencies are 
operating with 30% or more job openings – 
what Governing Magazine calls “a crisis” 

that’s forcing the remaining staff into 
burnout cycles1.

The numbers tell the story: Bureau of Labor 
Statistics data shows public sector quits 
spiked by 32,000 in a single month, driven 
primarily by non-competitive compensation 
and lack of advancement opportunities2. 
Even as some organizations report modest 
staffing gains, recruitment challenges persist 
across the sector, according to 2024 research 
from MissionSquare Research Institute3.

Your most experienced finance 
staff member gives notice during 
budget season, taking with them 
the institutional knowledge of 
where every formula lives and 
how every workaround functions

The Staff  
Exodus 
Crisiss

Crisis 
Scenario // 1

The Five Crisis Scenarios

THE BREAKING POINT

https://www.governing.com/workforce/the-agency-by-agency-strategy-government-needs-for-its-workforce-crisis
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The Timeline 
Collapse

Crisis 
Scenario // 2

WARNING SIGNS

ࠤ	 Budget process starts earlier each  
year but finishes later 

ࠤ	 Multiple rounds of revisions due  
to calculation errors 

ࠤ	 Department heads frustrated with 
constant requests for information 

ࠤ	 Council meetings extending late into 
the night for budget discussions 

Local government budget processes 
typically take 6-9 months from initial 
planning to final approval4. 

That’s not a feature – it’s a warning sign. 
When manual processes require that much 
time, they’re operating at the edge of failure.

Some municipalities have already crossed 
that line. As reported in the Daily Gazette, 

Schenectady City Council missed their 
November 1 budget deadline by 19 days, 
with the process described as “ridiculous” 
and “completely political”5. It was the first 
time the city had missed its budget deadline 
by that margin in 30 years – a clear signal 
of escalating pressure on traditional manual 
processes.

Missing your legal budget 
deadline, forcing emergency 
sessions and political crisis 
while your community’s 
financial plan sits in limbo.

THE BREAKING POINT
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THE BREAKING POINTWARNING SIGNS

ࠤ	 Auditors requesting more supporting 
documentation each year 

ࠤ	 Material adjustments required  
during the audit process 

ࠤ	 Difficulty locating backup  
for transactions 

ࠤ	 Growing complexity 
 in audit preparation

Here’s what keeps finance directors awake 
at night: governments with previously 
clean audits developing multiple findings 
within just 24 months. According to 
Tennessee State Comptroller reports, 
Gibson County exemplifies this crisis6. Just 

two years ago, the county had a clean audit 
without any findings. By 2024, their audit 
revealed six separate findings, including 
$109,463 withheld by the U.S. Treasury for 
federal reporting failures and three missing 
checks totaling $11,920.

Your first audit finding 
appears, followed by 
additional discoveries as 
auditors dig deeper into 
your manual processes and 
version control issues.

“ Just two years ago Gibson County had a clean audit without any findings. It’s 
concerning to see the county’s financial management heading in the wrong direction.”
– Jason Mumpower, Tennessee State

The Audit 
Confidence 
Erosion

Crisis 
Scenario // 3
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WARNING SIGNS

ࠤ	 GASB compliance taking 
weeks instead of days 

ࠤ	 Difficulty tracking all lease 
modifications and renewals 

ࠤ	 Manual spreadsheets for GASB 
calculations prone to errors 

ࠤ	 Auditor questions about GASB 
implementation completeness

The GASB 
Compliance 
Overwhelm

GASB 87 and GASB 96 didn’t just add 
new reporting requirements – they created 
ongoing compliance burdens that demand 
“continuous vigilance.” All municipal leases 
over 12 months must now be tracked 
as balance sheet liabilities. Every IT 
subscription requires detailed disclosure.

For finance teams already stretched thin, 
these aren’t one-time implementations – 
they’re permanent additions to an already 
overwhelming workload.

Audit findings related to 
GASB non-compliance, 
forcing expensive remediation 
and raising questions 
about your team’s technical 
competence.

Crisis 
Scenario // 4

THE BREAKING POINT
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WARNING SIGNS

ࠤ	 Multiple versions of the same 
budget spreadsheet circulating 

ࠤ	 Formulas breaking when 
new data is added 

ࠤ	 Difficulty explaining variances 
between reports 

ࠤ	 Staff spending hours manually 
combining department inputs

The Excel 
System  
Failure

According to research from InsightSoftware, 
manual spreadsheet processes create prob-
lems where “any modification or adjustment 
to a budget results in a complicated back and 
forth tango of redoing numbers, responding to 
questions, and re-sending spreadsheets”7. A 
separate study from Sage notes that spread-
sheet-based budgeting leads to “an endless 
back-and-forth of spreadsheet emailing” and 
difficulties in managing multiple versions8.

Richmond, Virginia’s recent audit exposed 
the breaking point. As reported in The Rich-
monder, a single employee was responsible 
for approving over 40,000 transactions – 
a workload auditors characterized as so 
overwhelming it prevented thorough review 
of each expense9. The audit discovered 
$5 million in questionable expenditures, 
highlighting how manual oversight breaks 
down under volume.

A critical error discovered 
after budget adoption, 
requiring emergency revisions 
and public explanations while 
undermining confidence in 
your financial management.

Crisis 
Scenario // 5

THE BREAKING POINT
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The Hidden Breaking Points
WHY TRADITIONAL METHODS 
CAN’T HANDLE TODAY’S COMPLEXITY
Let’s be honest: your finance team is drowning, and the water level keeps rising.

GASB compliance alone used to be straightforward. File your reports, check the boxes, move 
on. Now? GASB 87 and 96 require ongoing tracking, detailed disclosures, and continuous 
monitoring. What used to be a compliance checkpoint became a permanent workload 
increase.

Add transparency mandates that demand accessible, real-time financial reporting. Citizens 
expect dashboard access to budget data. Council members want scenario modeling. Auditors 
require audit trails that manual processes simply can’t provide.

Meanwhile, your staff capacity is shrinking. The great resignation hit public sector finance 
hard, and those who stayed are handling larger workloads with the same manual tools that 
barely worked when fully staffed.

Here’s what breaks first:

	¢ Multi-Departmental 
Coordination

When budget inputs come via email 
and Excel files, version control becomes 
impossible. Department A’s changes 
conflict with Department B’s updates, 
and nobody knows which version reflects 
current reality.

	� Audit Trail  
Integrity 

Auditors need to trace every 
number from source to financial 
statement. Manual processes create 
gaps, overrides, and “trust me, it’s 
right” moments that erode audit 
confidence.

	� Timeline  
Predictability 

Six-month budget processes 
assume everything goes perfectly. 
Manual reconciliation errors, 
formula breaks, or staff absences 
can add weeks to an already 
strained timeline.

	³ Quality  
Assurance 

When one person 
reviews 40,000+ transactions,  
meaningful oversight becomes 
impossible. Error rates increase, and 
problems compound until audit season 
exposes the accumulated issues.

The traditional approach worked when governments were smaller, requirements were simpler, 
and staff capacity was adequate. Those days are over.

l
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Deconstructing Success

HOW THREE 
GOVERNMENTS 
ESCAPED THE CRISIS
You just saw the crisis scenarios 
threatening local governments 
everywhere. But some finance 
teams have already found their way 
out – and it wasn’t by accident. They 
identified the root causes, implemented 
systematic solutions, and transformed 
their entire approach to financial 
management.

Let’s examine exactly how they did 
it, what solutions they chose, and 
why their transformations succeeded 
where others failed. These aren’t lucky 
breaks – they’re replicable strategies 
that any government can follow.
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SUCCESS STORY #1

CITY OF MERIDIAN, IDAHO

KEY TRANSFORMATION 
Eliminated week-long 

manual assembly 
process of 10 binders, 
four inches thick each. 

Now budget publishing 
happens with the 
push of a button.

The City of Meridian faced 
the classic challenge: creating 
budget books required manual 
entry and updating across 
multiple systems, including 
physical binders distributed to 
council members and the mayor. 

Department heads submitted 
Excel packets in different 
formats, forcing the finance team 
to spend more time formatting 
than analyzing.

“ Everything used to be manual. Departments submitted 
Excel packets in different formats. We spent more time 
formatting than analyzing. With Gravity, our entire process is 
structured and connected. The budget book basically builds 
itself. „ 

– 
Randy Upton, Budget Director

From Manual Chaos to 
Automated Precision
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SUCCESS STORY #2

PARK CITY SCHOOL DISTRICT 

KEY TRANSFORMATION 
Automated data updates 

eliminate manual 
reconciliation across 

documents,  
with real-time 

synchronization preventing 
version control issues

Park City School District’s 
budget file was so complex 
it took 25 minutes just to 
open due to size and manual 
processes. Any data changes 
required manual updates across 
multiple documents – changing 
a single tax rate could take over 
30 minutes of manual work 
across multiple sections.

After implementing modern 
budget systems, the district 
achieved dramatic results.

“ The process of managing the budget book now takes 
about 1/3 of the time it did before. Gravity has significantly 
reduced the time and effort required to produce our 
budget book. The support has been exceptional, helping 
us navigate complex financial requirements with ease. „ 

– 
Randy Upton, CFO

66% 
Time Reduction
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SUCCESS STORY #3

ROCHESTER HILLS, MICHIGAN 

KEY TRANSFORMATION 
20% reduction in manual 

data entry and review time, 
saving weeks of work. 

Budget amendments 
that once took hours now 

happen instantaneously

Rochester Hills managed a 
$210 million budget across 
33 funds and 31 cost centers 
using Excel, 

Word, and PDF workflows. 

Manual verification of 
calculations created bottlenecks 
and increased stress during 
budget season.

“ Previously, a $5,000 budget adjustment for a council 
request could take hours to update across all impacted 
reports. Now, it’s a simple entry, and everything updates 
automatically. „ 

– 
Joe Snyder, CFO

Instant Budget 
Amendments
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THE PATTERN BEHIND SUCCESS
These governments didn’t just solve 
their immediate problems – they 
transformed their entire approach to 
financial management. The breakthrough 
came through implementing systems 
built specifically for government finance, 

featuring a unified data architecture that 
eliminates manual reconciliation.

The technology enabled the transformation, 
but the real win was cultural: moving from 
reactive crisis management to proactive 
financial leadership.

As one assistant director of finance explained: 

“Gravity’s structure made everything easier to track and 
reconcile. It is not just a reporting tool – it is a framework 
that keeps our entire process aligned. „ 
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The Success Blueprint
CORE ELEMENTS  
EVERY SOLUTION MUST INCLUDE
Those three governments didn’t just get lucky – they followed a systematic approach that 
any finance team can replicate. After analyzing their transformations, five essential elements 
emerge that separate successful modernization from expensive failures.

Understanding these success factors will help you evaluate solutions, avoid common pitfalls, 
and ensure your transformation delivers real results instead of just new problems.

THE SOLUTION ARCHITECTURE
Here’s what successful governments discovered: the solution isn’t adding more people to 
manual processes – it’s eliminating the manual processes entirely with systems purpose-built 
for government finance.

The breakthrough that enables this transformation is unified data architecture – bringing all 
your financial data together in one consistent structure where every number flows exactly 
where it belongs, with changes in one place automatically updating every connected output.

For example, at Gravity we developed what we call the Multidimensional Financial 
Model (MDFM) – a data architecture that organizes financial information across key dimen-
sions like fund, department, object, project, and period. Changes in one place flow forward 
automatically to every connected output, eliminating the need to manage multiple versions of 
the same data. This approach has been proven at scale across 230+ governments managing 
more than $310 billion in annual financial reporting, serving 80+ million citizens.
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UNIFIED PLATFORM 
ARCHITECTURE

BUILT-IN 
COMPLIANCE

COLLABORATIVE 
WORKFLOWS

ESSENTIAL ELEMENT #1

Unified Platform Architecture 
Your solution must handle budgeting, compliance 
disclosures (ACFR, PAFR, ESG), and debt/lease 
management in one system. When you update 
operating budget assumptions, they should 
automatically flow to capital planning, personnel 
forecasts, and final financial reports – no manual 
transfers or reconciliation required.

ESSENTIAL ELEMENT #2

 Built-in Compliance
GASB 87/96 tracking, GFOA award-ready 
reporting, and audit-friendly data linking 
must come standard, not as expensive 
add-ons. The system should maintain enter-
prise-grade security certifications appropri-
ate for government data.

ESSENTIAL ELEMENT #4 

Audit-Ready Transparency  
Every number must trace back to its source 
automatically, with immutable audit trails 

that log every change including user, time, 
and data details. Auditors should be able 
to follow complete trails from transaction 
to financial statement without requesting 
additional documentation.

ESSENTIAL ELEMENT #3 

Collaborative Workflows 
Department heads should submit budget 
requests directly through user-friendly 
interfaces. Finance teams review and 
approve changes in real-time. Version control 
happens automatically, eliminating the 
“which spreadsheet is current?” problem 
entirely.

ESSENTIAL ELEMENT #5

 Finance Team Control 

The system should be designed for 
finance professionals, not IT specialists 
or consultants. Your team should control 
updates, run reports, and manage the 
system without external dependencies.

l

AUDIT-READY 
TRANSPARENCY

FINANCE TEAM 
CONTROL

THE SOLUTION 
ARCHITECTURE
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Implementation Strategy:  
How to Launch Successfully
The governments that succeeded followed specific implementation principles that minimize 
risk and maximize adoption. Here’s what works:

Start with Quick Wins
Purpose-built government 
finance systems can de-
ploy in days or weeks, not 
months. They integrate with 
existing ERP systems and 
accept direct file uploads, 
pulling data automatically 
instead of requiring manual 
entry. Begin with your most 
painful process – usually 
operating budget or ACFR 
preparation – then expand 
to other areas.

Ensure Enterprise Security
Government systems 
require multi-region, multi-
zone cloud configuration 
with automatic failover 
and daily backups. Look 
for full compliance 
with US data residency 
policies, continuous 
vulnerability scanning, and 
certifications like SOC1/
SOC2 Type II specifically 
designed for public sector 
requirements.

Plan for Team Ownership
Avoid solutions that 
require ongoing 
consultant dependencies. 
The best systems include 
built-in report builders 
designed for finance 
teams, not designers. 
Your staff should be 
able to control the 
system, make updates, 
and generate reports 
independently. 

Decision Framework: Choosing the Right Solution
When evaluating options, use these criteria to separate real solutions from expensive 
mistakes:

TIMING CONSIDERATIONS

•	 Implement during off-peak periods 
(post-audit, pre-budget season) 

•	 Allow 30-60 days for data migration and 
staff training 

•	 Plan go-live for less complex reporting 
cycles first 

RESOURCE  EVALUATION

•	 Budget for system cost plus internal time 
investment 

•	 Identify internal champion from finance 
team 

•	 Secure IT support for initial integration 

VENDOR ASSESSMENT

•	 Prioritize vendors with extensive 
government experience 

•	 Require references from similar-sized 
organizations 

•	 Ensure ongoing support includes 
government finance expertise 

SUCCESS MEASUREMENT

•	 Define specific time  
savings targets 

•	 Set audit risk reduction goals 
•	 Establish collaboration improvement 

metrics 

1 2 3

The investment pays for itself through time savings, error reduction, and audit 
efficiency gains. More importantly, it transforms your finance team from crisis 
responders to strategic leaders.
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MAKING THE CHANGE
The hardest part isn’t the technology – it’s making the decision to change. Finance teams get 
comfortable with familiar pain. “We’ve always done it this way” feels safer than “Let’s try 
something new.”
But comfortable doesn’t mean sustainable. Those 6-month budget processes aren’t getting 
shorter. Staff capacity isn’t increasing. GASB requirements aren’t simplifying.

The question isn’t whether to change – it’s whether to change proactively or wait for the crisis 
to force your hand. The governments you read about in this report made their decisions before 
the breaking point. They transformed their processes while they still had the luxury of choice, 
not the pressure of emergency.

Your next budget season doesn’t have to repeat the same exhausting cycle. The tools, 
frameworks, and proven approaches exist to transform your process from reactive crisis 
management to strategic leadership.

The choice is yours: modernize now, or wait for the crisis to make the decision for you.
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Conclusion
YOUR NEXT MOVE
The evidence is clear: local governments face 
five interconnected crises that manual budget 
processes can’t solve. Staff exits, timeline collapses, 
audit confidence erosion, compliance overwhelm, 
and spreadsheet system failures aren’t isolated 
incidents – they’re early warning signs of systematic 
breakdown.

But the solution is equally clear. Three governments 
have already proven that purpose-built budget 
systems eliminate these problems while 
transforming finance teams from reactive to 
strategic.

The choice is simple: modernize your budget process 
now, or wait for the crisis to make the decision for you.

Your next budget season doesn’t have to be a crisis. 
Schedule a consultation today and discover how to 
transform your 6-month budget nightmare into a 
streamlined, strategic process.

DOWNLOAD THIS RESEARCH AND SHARE IT WITH YOUR TEAM. 
THE BREAKING POINT IS COMING – MAKE SURE YOU’RE READY.

onegravity.com  |  sales@onegravity.com
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