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Optimizing Wdesk to Modernize 
Your SOX Compliance Process

Introduction

Although it has been 15 years since the passage of the 
Sarbanes-Oxley Act, many organizations are still evolving 
their processes and the tools they use to optimize 
their compliance efforts. Continuous changes by the 
PCAOB and increased scrutiny from external audit firms 
have resulted in changes to numerous areas of SOX 
compliance programs. 

Many organizations are challenged with managing a large 
volume of controls and the required documentation, 
testing, and evidence. For many, this is further complicated 
by engaging with numerous first line process and control 
owners and the collaboration with departments across 
the enterprise. Now, more than ever, organizations need 
to utilize the most productive, collaborative systems to 
mature their SOX processes.

The challenge with desktop-based spreadsheets

When many SOX compliance programs were initially set up, 
organizations built risk control matrices (RCMs), narratives, 
flowcharts, and testing documents with the tools they 
had access to on their desktops. Spreadsheets and word 
processors were a common choice due to the document-
centric nature of the task and familiarity with these 
systems. These tools provided ease of use, but for many, 
they did not scale with the requirements of the process. 

Although this approach provided a simple and quick fix 
to the problem, spreadsheets and other flat files hinder 
efficiency and scaling in multiple ways:

• A spreadsheet is difficult to search and modify 
as it grows in size

• There is no standard format or framework for 
managing SOX compliance-related risks—this 
inconsistency is further exacerbated as you move 
across your team and company

• Change management is manual

• With multiple files and participants, it is challenging 
to enforce standard data naming or formatting

• It is difficult to manage access privileges versions, 
and collaboration on these documents

If you manage your SOX controls and narratives using 
spreadsheets and flat files, then you inevitably encounter 
challenges when scaling to hundreds and thousands of 
controls. As the number of controls increases, so do the 
number of narratives and the requirement for control 
owners to connect and collaborate on them. 

Trying to fix the problem with legacy GRC platforms

At the other end of the spectrum, some organizations 
quickly moved from the spreadsheet approach to GRC 



platforms with the objective to drive process efficiency. 
However, for many, instead of implementing software to 
simplify the process, they received complex, inflexible, 
and highly customized solutions. This left many GRC 
platform users with several problems, including: 

• Lack of investment and delivery of new features 

• A difficult, nonintuitive user interface 

• An on-premise solution with costly internal 
IT support 

• Long and expensive implementation times 
and costly upgrades and maintenance fees 

• Lack of optimization for internal controls

Unfortunately, many learned the hard way that these 
systems were much less productive than advertised. 
Although these systems addressed multiple GRC use 
cases, for many they suboptimized what was required 
for SOX and ICFR.

Wdesk is the best of both worlds

Over the past three years, more than 500 organizations 
have chosen Wdesk to modernize their SOX compliance 
programs. A cloud platform, Wdesk provides the perfect 
match of a structured, purpose-built SOX application 
and the expanded value of a feature-rich platform 
that has the ease of use of desktop tools with the 
power of an enterprise collaborative platform. When 
you choose Wdesk to manage your SOX compliance 
process, you have the option to implement a more 
flexible and unstructured document-centric model or 
a highly scalable and structured SOX-specific solution. 
The choice of how to best optimize Wdesk for your 
specific SOX program is dependent on a number of 
different variables, including the the volume of controls, 
complexity of process, and appetite to change from 
current process.

Considerations for moving from legacy desktop 
tools to the Wdesk platform

Many Wdesk customers face a common scenario—they 
are looking to leave their desktop spreadsheet-based 
solutions and move to a more scalable and collaborative 
solution. The optimal solution is to embrace the core 
features of the Wdesk platform and leverage the 
document-centric model to transition from desktop 
spreadsheets to Wdesk. This approach takes advantage 

of the powerful and flexible data linking capabilities 
of Wdesk, along with version control and evidence 
management capabilities.

With this approach, Wdesk provides the added value of:

• Simplified data management 
Easily create, modify, and connect risk and control 
information. Accelerate decision-making with 
powerful reporting and insights.

• Intuitive application at any user level  
Wdesk is easy to use—without extensive training. 
The platform powers documents, workbooks, 
presentations, dashboards, and other familiar 
content types.

• Data consistency  
Risks and controls are connected across Wdesk. 
When changes occur, numbers and narrative are 
automatically updated without manual work.

• History and audit trail  
A history and audit trail is automatically created 
and saved each time a change is shared in Wdesk. 
Everything that happens in Wdesk leaves a record. 
Whether it is an update to a single cell or major 
changes to a project, you know what is happening.

• Version control  
Everyone has access to the latest version. Wdesk 
eliminates check-out systems, email trails, and 
handwritten notes. Simultaneous, controlled 
collaboration means everyone has the right 
information.

• Collaboration at scale 
Wdesk drives collaboration, whether in small 
teams or enterprisewide initiatives. Set controls, 
so each user accesses as much or as little 
information as necessary.

Considerations for moving from desktop tools 
to the Wdesk for SOX Compliance

Workiva also delivers a purpose-built SOX application 
for the Wdesk platform. In addition to the standard 
capabilities of the Wdesk platform, this application 
leverages a structured SOX-specific data model, workflow, 
testing process, and SOX-specific reporting tools. This is 
the optimal choice for organizations looking to standardize 
their SOX data and processes and for organizations that 
need to manage a large volume of controls, process 



owners, and SOX documentation. Scaling to these 
requirements demands a more structured data model, 
workflow, and reporting solution.

When transitioning to Wdesk for SOX Compliance, there 
are several considerations to account for:

1. A structured yet flexible data model 

Wdesk for SOX Compliance provides a structured 
yet flexible data model. Developed with input from 
a large panel of customers, this data model accounts 
for the most commonly used data elements, structure, 
and data relationships required for an optimal SOX 
process. If you have the requirement for a unique 
data field, Wdesk provides the configurability to add 
that data element to the model.  
 
In the transition to a more structured approach, some 
organizations incorrectly perceive a loss of flexibility 
when moving away from the spreadsheet approach. 
What you believe is lost in viewing flexibility, you 
more than gain in data usability. A structured 
application environment ensures that the relationships 
between data points are both accurate and consistent. 
You trade ad hoc changes for the ability to make 
precise changes to all of your data and at scale.

2. Data needs to be converted and normalized 

Generally, when you are dealing with multiple files—
whether it is RCM by process, RCM by entity, or risk 
and control information in different spreadsheets—
you lose consistency. Most companies that come 
from a spreadsheet or flat file environment have been 
able to do whatever they want to the data without 
understanding the eventual consequences. Microsoft® 
Excel does not fire an error message to tell you things 
don’t match. 
 
Ask yourself, how many ways do you have a single 
data point represented in your data—e.g., Vice 
President, VP, Veep, Vice Prez? Inconsistent data is a 
nightmare for every SOX compliance team. In order 
to move from a spreadsheet-driven paradigm to a 
structured environment, companies find that the first 
step is to normalize SOX data in order to eliminate 
inconsistencies and inaccuracies that the flexibility of 

their spreadsheets allowed. This process also makes 
it easier to find relationships and structure SOX 
information effectively within the database, and it 
helps you scale.

3. Get granular with permissions and 
change management 

Stand-alone files from legacy desktop systems 
provide significant challenges in the management 
of permissions. Manual check-in and check-out 
systems for edits leave SOX compliance teams 
struggling to find the most up-to-date version 
of documents and data.  
 
With Wdesk, you can grant different levels of access 
to both the data model and reports. The platform 
enables you to grant individuals visibility into the 
entire control structure, but only the ability to edit 
specific areas within the control or risk. For example, 
you can restrict control owners to change information 
regarding controls but not risks, or you can give 
external audit permissions to testing but nothing else. 
Optimizing permission capabilities in Wdesk requires 
that organizations determine the roles and access 
required for groups involved in the SOX process.

4. Instantly tailor reports and customize 
your RCM structure 

Putting data into a structured environment 
does not mean all reporting flexibility is lost. 
A purpose-built application like Wdesk for SOX 
Compliance enables you to instantly tailor reports 
for management and other individuals to present a 
customized view of the data.  
 
With Wdesk, there is no need to write formulas or 
request a report or query from Workiva—make it 
yourself. Dive deeper into queries and drill down into 
specific components for additional reports related to 
risks and controls at will. 

5. Customize workflow to your environment 

Constrained by lack of automated tracking 
capabilities, flat files force SOX compliance teams to 
manually track assignment of work and review steps 
and process status. Tracking is commonly managed 



outside of the process—via email and spreadsheets—
sometimes getting out of sync with test performance 
and reporting.  
 
With Wdesk, you can create a unique review plan 
and workflow for your control structure. The data 
relationships built within Wdesk enable reference 
attachments and workflow to tie directly to a control 
during testing. This enables you to easily create PBC 
requests with instructions and send it to the individual 
for fulfillment. Workflow capabilities in Wdesk even 
allow for a back-and-forth, if needed, to make sure all 
the information collected is complete. 

6. A scalable approach to managing 
data and documents 

Wdesk for SOX Compliance builds and maintains 
relationships between your risks and controls. When 
you change a data point in the application, it is 
automatically and inherently updated in reports and 
dashboards throughout your structure.  
 
Managing data and documents is a core capability of 
the Wdesk platform. When using the core features 
of Wdesk to manage SOX, many organizations link 
information from the RCM to narratives, flowcharts, 
and dashboards. When a change to a control owner 
is made, links were required to ensure updating 
of that information acrovss your environment. 
This approach required periodic maintenance and 
updating of data links. 
 
With Wdesk, the most complex of data relationships 
can be managed utilizing the perpetual relationships 
in the data model. When using the application, data 
changes and relationships automatically flow through 
to the all impacted areas, like the control report, with 
no manual work required. 

Optimize your SOX implementation

As with any software transition, companies should 
use the opportunity to review data to start on a new 

platform with the best controls data possible. Company 
control data is often collected and organized over time 
by different teams—leading to data consistency issues in 
spreadsheets or the RCMs where this data is documented.

Whether you are looking to implement the standard 
features of the Wdesk platform or transition to the 
more structured Wdesk for SOX Compliance solution, 
experience has shown that starting with clean and 
organized data leads to better process automation and 
reporting in the future. To maximize the success of your 
implementation, there are many things your organization 
can do to minimize risk, accelerate adoption, and maximize 
your data quality in Wdesk. These include:

• Gather all SOX documentation for handoff

• Review and edit documentation structure for 
standard data types, relationships, and format

• Note any documentation progress to determine 
the best time to finalize and transition

• Identify users and roles in the SOX process

• Provide a list of all reporting requirements

Workiva is here to help

Transitioning from your legacy desktop system, SOX 
application, or GRC platform to Wdesk will require some 
time and effort. Workiva is here to help.

Our expert professional services team has aided over 
500 customers and is made up of both accountants and 
former practitioners. The team is available to support 
transitioning data to standard formats and templates, and 
to work with your team on optimizing your SOX testing 
and documentation process. Our team tailors its approach 
to address the specific needs of the organization, and we 
review RCMs and work with our customers to determine 
how to convert unstructured and nuanced data into a 
more structured and standardized form, based on best 
practices. Workiva offers a wide variety professional 
services packages to meet your organization’s needs and 
optimize your success.

Talk to your Workiva sales representative to start your transition to Wdesk for SOX today.
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