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“Big data” and “analytics” are buzzwords that are in danger of 
serious overexposure, popping up so often in conversations that 
they’ve all but lost meaningful impact. Inside the boardroom, 
however, the promise of improved analytics and of properly 
leveraged “big” data is alive and well.

The ability to collect massive data has had an impact on every 
industry and every facet of business, perhaps nowhere more 
than in the financial department. At a recent event hosted 
by IBM, a dozen prominent Hong Kong chief financial officers 
gathered with experts from IBM to share their insight on 
analytics and data realities today, as well as explore the rising 
expectations of CEOs and other stakeholders created by the 
data revolution. 

Currently for most organizations, the ability to collect data far 
outpaces the speed at which it can be translated into meaningful 
insight. Data without interpretation has little value. A key issue 
faced by CFOs today is the challenge put forth by leadership and 
other stakeholders that data collection and data interpretation 
can occur simultaneously in real-time. 

“There isn’t exactly a magic, control-shift-R button you can press 
to consolidate all the data you’ve been asked to present. We’re 
sourcing from many different data pools, from finances to footfall 
to buying margin. Consolidating all this data is what makes 
meaningful interpretation possible, and that’s got to be the 
hardest thing. Added to that is the fact that the CEO and leaders 
of today’s businesses think you can accomplish all this in about 
30 seconds,” noted the Tim Sellar, Head of Finance, Asia, Marks 
and Spencer.
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“What’s worse is when you show the results to your boss, at, 
say 9 o’clock before the 11 o’clock meeting, the response is 
typically a sudden outburst of why things are not being done 
in one way, where is the data on this area?” added Ruben 
Stappers, CFO at consumer electronics group Gibson Innovation. 
“The demands change all the time and the expectation is for the 
data to always be available.”

The daTa burden
In truth, the difficulty of the CFO’s job hasn’t changed. No one 
likes to provide a piece of information without having verified it 
themselves. The challenge is that the responsibility of verifying 
and presenting all this disparate data is now on the CFO’s 
shoulders at a time of increased pressure to deliver more quickly 
than ever before.  

“Information comes in from multiple sources and in siloed 
organizations, verifying that data is a headache. Data is always 
subjective. The people who generate their own numbers, their 
own information generate their own opinions. And to lack control 
over that is scary, because you do not want to see leadership 
make decisions based on numbers you can’t back up,” added 
Sellar. 

Members of the roundtable universally agreed that the 
demands given by leadership were extremely high. Given this, 
it falls to the CFO to manage the expectations of leadership 
and other stakeholders. It’s a matter of education; in an age 
where everyone overestimates the capability of technology, 
stakeholders need to have some understanding of the reality of 
sourcing data and what can and should be accomplished with 
that data. 

Silos need to be broken down wherever possible. Increasingly, 
the expectation is on the CFO to be the gatekeeper of all data 
generated at the company. In practice, this means having an 
understanding of marketing data, and of data generated by the 
company no matter where it comes from. Additionally, leadership 
looks to CFOs to interpret the data intelligently. The signal data 
is the result of the interplay departments on one another and 
of market conditions. When the company organizes as one, 
communicating openly and efficiently, the signal data is easier to 
determine. 

A few roundtable participants noted that increasingly CFOs have 
a key role to play in linking market intelligence and financial data. 
“In my daily work, we don’t just focus on SAP data, the financial 
data, the P&L… we’re also in contact with the operating officer 
and the marketing officer on their data as well,” said Karen 
Wong, Head of Finance & Accounting at City Super.

Users are demanding so much more than just reporting from the 
finance department. “It almost like we have to tell the story and 
reasons behind the data,” said Wong.  It has become a reality 
for CFOs to know the right questions to ask, to be aware of key 
trends and find ways to discover the story behind the data.

“We’re mining all this data for different parties to analyze the 
outcomes of past decisions and for fruitful analysis for the 
future,” Wong added.  

What’s worse is when you show the results to your 
boss, at, say 9 o’clock before the 11 o’clock meeting, 
the response is typically a sudden outburst of why 
things are not being done in one way, where is the data 
on this area?
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excel pain
Company buy-in affects the shift to new tools as well, and the 
roundtable discussed this when the topic of Excel arose. “We 
became so dependent on Excel as an industry and I would argue 
that’s one of the big problems. We’ve almost been scared to 
see what could be accomplished with new tools,” said Sellar at 
Marks & Spencer. 

“We used to use spreadsheet to extract data, but my boss 
moved us to a new platform built on IBM Analytics solution a 
few years ago, Blue Cube. She noted that IBM actually changes 
reporting structure on a year-to-year basis, or core-to-core basis, 
hence we need to be very agile to meet market demands. As a 
result IBM developed Blue Cube, a framework that helps you to 
extract your data from a common database, but when you need 
changes in the database or reporting structure, the platform can 
quickly adapt to change the structure of what you’re going to 
measure,” commented Bonnie Chan of IBM. 

“The switch to Blue Cube completely transformed our 
spreadsheet system into a dynamic database,” added Chan. 
The unprecedented ability to generate reams of data is as much 
a pitfall as an opportunity. Not all data is valuable or can be 
used to create insightful trends or stories about the business, 
nor can it totally replace experience and industry acumen. 

“Our internal data suggests that we have to continue to strive 
for the balance between too much data and industry know-
how,” shared David Moey, Chief Financial Officer and Director of 

Investment Banking, Credit Suisse. “I rely on data when making 
decisions, but I also have to allow myself room for the ‘gut feel’ 
factor. Sometimes the data in and of itself is garbage in, garbage 
out – if you look it from a macro view, it holds, it makes sense. 
But when you go down into the details, then you get into the 
nitty-gritty details and the data can matter much less.”

“You can get into an emotional debate about minute allocations. 
Someone’s representing one client, and someone else 
represents another, and one will argue, ‘You can’t put 2% against 
that client, they’re at 1.6%!’ It becomes a nonsensical debate,” 
added another financial services CFO.

TrusTing daTa vs experience
Finding the right balance of data with experience to guide 
business decisions is key. Less experienced members of the 
business might be lulled into a sense of security by the vast 
data at their disposal. Decisions cannot be made solely by 
relying on data; at a certain point, CFOs and their organizations 
have to rely on experience.  

Data and analytics have been lionized and mythologized in the 
modern business narrative. But simply put, they are nothing 
more than new tools. Allocating your organization’s resources 
wisely is essential. Sit down with individual leadership and 
determine the type of data that’s most valuable or critical to 
them. CFOs should build systems and dashboards around their 
leadership’s needs and deliver on these critical requirements 
a) be as useful as possible b) increase efficiency and c) help 
communicate a story to leadership.  

You can get into an emotional debate about 
minute allocations. Someone’s representing one 
client, and someone else represents another, and 
one will argue, ‘You can’t put 2% against that client, 
they’re at 1.6%!’
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Leadership teams are looking for what data reveals, so once 
it is clear what story they are looking for, analytics teams can 
articulate the story in a way that provides true value. Additionally, 
taking the time to apply human intuition to the data you receive 
is critical. CFOs need to anticipate the questions that data will 
create and be prepared with answers. 

“Simple reporting doesn’t cut it. Of course that needs to be 
there – business managers nowadays go through those reports 
even more than some of your analytics guys might. To add real 
value, your analytics team needs to do much more than just say 
yes, sales are high. They need to know what’s behind the rise 
in sales, what’s driving sales, and, especially, where the trend is 
going,” said another Sellar.

“As soon as you start adding an interpretation to the data, 
adding a slightly human element to it, and identifying the most 
salient data, you can begin to use it towards the future, rather 
than flooding people with data daily,” added Wong at City Super.  

predicTing The fuTure
This growing focus on the future is reflecting the evolution in 
analytics tools but will also require a change in mindset, said 
Chris Ting, senior IT specialist at IBM Hong Kong. “Finance 
professionals need to get away from taking days to generate 
reports as that’s too late for the business and find ways to 
deliver data to the front line in time and with relevance to 
empower them to change the business,” he said.

One hospitality company that IBM is working with has reduced 
the process of consolidating customer insight from 10 days to 
two to improve and speed up their customer-facing operations 
and deal with demand and supply issues.

For Thomas Pang, Chief Investment Officer at Hsin Chong 
Construction Group, this topic of shifting effort away from 
historical data reporting to predictive data modeling is very much 
a key topic and priority.

His company is exploring ways to track the users of its products 
and services. Users are pushed to the company’s portal to 
access information and services – problem management being 
one example of this. The data that is being gathered across 
many products and services requires tools to extract immediate 
insight on customer activities so the company can respond and 
help in a timely manner.

“For this kind of analysis, I’m not just talking about the speed 
anymore, it is not about rushing a new report, but really for 
how we can use the data to change the game,” said Pang. “I’m 
looking for a big data tool to capture, analyze all this data and 
enable us to make good future investment decisions – I’m still 
looking for such a product.”

As soon as you start adding an interpretation 
to the data... and identifying the most salient 
data, you can begin to use it towards the future, 
rather than flooding people with data daily.
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Tools for The journey
Finally, managing reams of data requires a proactive approach. 
Investment in the right tools and the right people creates a 
department that is able to analyze the future and assist in 
leadership in essential business decisions.

IBM’s Chan revealed that her company’s Blue Cube tool helps 
consolidate disparate data and allows CFOs to create individual 
dashboards for various data sets. “Blue Cube is an evolved 
approach,” said Chan. “Before, we had stacks of data… It didn’t 
provide great value and annoyed the CEO. Today we’ve moved 
ahead. I can push buttons and see precisely how these sales 
cover these areas, how much revenue each business brings,” 
she added. “We spend much less time on clerical work today 
and more time adding value by anticipating future needs and 
trends.”

“Where you are as a business really determines the type of 
tools you need. When our companies merged, we were entirely 
on the infrastructure of the parent company and we focused on 
integral profitability, not fiscal results,” said Stappers at Gibson 
Innovation. With the help of IBM, Gibson Innovation implemented 
an entirely new system designed to get an understanding of the 
profitability of all the new brands brought into the company by 
the merger. “Now we have a view of the profitability on a brand 
axis, a sales axis, a sales country axis, and business unit axis. 
And we have a profitability view on every single product that we 
carry,” Stappers noted. “The system is great, but even so it’s just 
the start of our analytics journey. Next, we’ll look past financials 
and explore more implications of big data.”

Stappers added that if CFOs today don’t have clear, set business 
data requirements, then they must engage the key stakeholders, 
and review existing processes and analyze what kind of 
information the leadership really requires. And then you have to 
decide how to best present that information. 

“This is essential when you set up the system, because 
otherwise, whether you have a Ferrari or a Porsche, you’re not 
going to drive it correctly,” said Catherine Yu, VP & Regional 
Controller APAC & China, Herbal Life. She added that finance 
leaders must sit down with the senior leaders and talk 
this through, whether it is the manager in UK or regional 
management from different regions. What is the most critical 
information required by senior management? What is the 
management information required by individual department 
heads and what dashboard do you need to create for each 
person? At the same time, you have to build in controls and 
checks to verify the integrity of the data, instead of having 
human do all the reconciliations. 

“We’ve found that this kind of system saves so much time and 
resources. When you get so much data coming in, you need a 
tool to help you deliver meaningful data to senior management,” 
commented Chan at IBM. 

The business world is being overwhelmed by the transformative 
potential of data and analytics; even now, sorting through 
the sea of data to make full use of the insights within is a 
daunting task. CFOs will have to properly leverage the tools at 
their disposal to create forward-looking organizations that are 
empowered, not encumbered, by data. 

When you get so much data coming in, 
you need a tool to help you deliver meaningful 
data to senior management.
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Where you are as a business really determines  
the type of tools you need. When our companies merged, 
we were entirely on the infrastructure of the parent 
company and we focused on integral profitability,  
not fiscal results.
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