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SAP, a global provider of enterprise application software, asked CFO Innovation to invite a select group 
of CFOs, finance directors, controllers and other senior finance executives to a roundtable discussion in 
Singapore on 25 June 2013. The participants shared their experiences and ideas about enterprise software 
and other enabling technologies that are said to be indispensable to effective financial management in 
the current volatile environment.

This report records the insights of the following participants:

Ng Liew Cheng 
Director, Finance and HR
Opulent Techno 

Maggie Yeo
Senior Vice President,  
Group Reporting & Policies
Sembcorp Industries

Esther Chong
Assistant Executive Director
Singapore Business Federation

Amos Ng
CFO
Straco Corporation

Phua Sian Chin
CFO
Teho International 

Kew Sim Chia
Corporate Treasurer
20Cube Logistics

Host Executives
Kurt J. Bilafer
Regional Vice President, Analytics, APJ
SAP 

Jagdish Srinivas Nistala 
Regional Leader, Asia Pacific & Japan
Center of Excellence APJ – Office of the CFO
SAP 

Moderator
Cesar Bacani
Editor-in-Chief
CFO Innovation Asia

This report identifies the persons quoted whenever possible. 
However, some statements are not attributed to allow 
participants to express views that may not reflect those of their 
organization.    
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ERP. Analytics. Business intelligence. Automation. Straight-through processing. Forecasting. 
Scenario planning. Cloud computing. Big Data. Governance, risk and compliance. Performance 
management. T&E, mobile expenses management, software-as-a-service, in-memory devices . . . 
And that old standby, the spreadsheet.

CFOs these days are inundated with new enterprise 
applications, delivery platforms and other tech toys 
that, in some cases, they didn’t even know they needed. 
Which ones are the essential tools? Which ones can be 
disregarded or put on the back burner? How do you 
make sure the various parts seamlessly integrate with 
each other and do not end up as ‘shelfware’? 

What about tech support, change management, 
training and other issues? And should CFOs require 
that Excel should no longer be used? 

In this roundtable held on the sidelines of the 4th 
Annual CFO Innovation Forum in Singapore, 16 CFOs 
and other senior finance executives discussed these 
and other issues with SAP Regional Vice President Kurt 
J. Bilafer and Jagdish Srinivas Nistala, part of SAP’s 
Center of Excellence for the Office of Finance.

Gail Shan, Group Financial Controller of Singapore 
marine rigging company KTL Offshore, spoke for many 
when she described CFOs as feeling like “victims.” It 
seems a new solution comes to the market every six 
months, she said. And as the big players consolidate 
and squeeze out smaller vendors, companies end up 
with enterprise application software that no longer 
enjoys technical support.  

But Shan, like everyone around the table, recognizes 
that companies cannot be left behind by enterprise 
software innovations, particularly those that relate 

to data mining, business intelligence, analytics, 
forecasting, strategy and planning. “Market changes 
are too fast,” she said. “When there is a major crisis 
coming, how do we avoid it or mitigate it? When there 
is a turning point, how do we as a company get the 
edge?” 

KTL’s Gail Shan and Sembcorp’s Maggie Yeo

In this volatile environment, relying on analysis of 
transactional data using traditional methods is no 
longer adequate. Observed Alexia Gan, Regional 
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Financial Controller for South & South East Asia at 
Kerry Logistics Management (Asia): “It’s about time I 
got myself more tools and resources so I don’t have 
to sit behind a table, whether in some hotel or in the 
office, wading through a mountain of data in an Excel 
spreadsheet.”  

The themes that resonated with the participants 
include the following:

•	 Utilizing	technology	as	enabler	that	allows	the	CFO	
and finance organization to do more with less and 
to steward not only transactions but also analytics, 
strategy, business partnering and other value-
added tasks

•	 Dealing	with	the	challenges	of	systems	integration,	
massive amounts of data from multiple sources, 
formulating the right algorithms, doing forensics to 
detect fraud, and change management

•	 Rethinking	the	use	of	Excel	spreadsheets	in	relation	
to demands for accurate, timely and consistent 
information across the entire organization

•	 Feeding	 data	 to	 executive	 dashboards	 and	
allowing real-time access to business intelligence 
and analytics on mobile devices

•	 The	 issue	 of	 cost	 and	 return	 on	 investment,	
including spending on business and analytics 
solutions delivered via the cloud 

Turning data into information
SAP’s Bilafer set the tone with his observation about 
the evolution of the finance function in Asia. “The 
thing about finance organizations is that most people 
think that they are just there to close the books,” 
he noted. So when advances in technology make it 
possible for companies to shorten the monthly closing 
period from 15 days to three days, the question asked 
is: What would finance do with those extra 12 days?

SAP’s Kurt J. Bilafer 

In fact, that ‘extra’ time is not nearly enough for 
finance to fully undertake its vastly expanded remit. 
These days, the department is not only expected to 
continue being the steward of transactional processes 
such as payables and receivables, compliance and 
reporting. Finance is also expected to act as the 
trusted advisor to the CEO and the board on matters 
of strategy, risk management, long-range planning 
and other key operational processes.

And the key to successfully undertaking these 
value-added tasks is information, information and 
information – including the “mountain of data in an 
Excel spreadsheet,” as Gan of Kerry Logistics put it, 
that today’s Internet- and mobility-enabled companies 
generate every day.

There can be gold in that growing mound of data. 
Amos Ng is CFO of Straco Corporation, which operates 
tourist attractions in China such as the Shanghai 
Ocean	Aquarium	and	Underwater	World	Xiamen.	“We	
are quite interested to analyze our customers, their 
behavior, their profile, what they look for as tourists,” 
he said. “If we can leverage on this, we can build more 
attractions that can have repeat revenue flow.” 

“There’s a great opportunity to see trends [from the 
data] that will keep us going forward,” agreed Alice 
G K Tan, who is Group Director for Corporate Services 
at the Land Transport Authority. The agency is tasked 
with providing efficient and cost-effective public land 
transport in Singapore. Tan pointed to the ability of 
analytics to flag transactions that suggest fraud, 
duplication and inefficiencies.     

	  

Market changes are too fast. When there is a major crisis coming, 
how do we avoid it or mitigate it? When there is a turning point, 
how do we as a company get the edge?
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Also crucial is the dissemination of information and 
analysis in near real time, particularly for finance. 
When he is out in the field doing a deal, said SAP’s 
Bilafer, he tends to tell people back in the office about 
the contract’s value, but not always the payment 
terms. “It’s not until someone consolidates the books 
and then looks at the cash forecast that we go: ‘That’s 
going to have a fundamental impact on our cash flow 
projections.’”

 

SAP’s Jagdish Nistala and Vincent Liew of Aedas

That is why “the most important thing is actually 
getting the data to the end-user and stakeholder, not 
only staying in finance,” said Vincent Liew, CFO at 
Hong Kong-headquartered Aedas International. The 
architectural design firm, one of the world’s largest, 
has 27 offices across the globe. “If nobody uses the 
data, then it’s just redundant.” 

Drowning in data
But the sheer scale of the data can be a major 
challenge. Straco’s tourist attractions in China, for 
example, are visited by more than 3 million people a 
year. The Land Transport Authority forecasts that the 
current 8.9 million daily journeys on the city’s public 
land transport system will soar to 14.3 million by 2020. 

At the International Baccalaureate Organization, said 
Group Financial Controller Stephen Magowan, schools 
in 143 countries offer the IB diploma and other 
programs to students from four years to 18 years old. 
They are administered by thousands of employees, 
examiners and teacher trainers – but use legacy 
systems that “we’re replacing with globally consistent 
systems and databases,” he said.

“Working in a global organization where data actually 
gets created in a lot of places, it’s very important where 
you get the data and where the data is sitting,” added 
the CFO of a financial services company in Singapore. 

In many organizations, “a lot of people end up not 
knowing where to get the data, and having the data 
reach the right audience is as important as having the 
data itself,” said this finance executive.

There is also the issue of the accuracy of the reported 
numbers. Kew Sim Chia is Corporate Treasurer at 
20Cube Logistics, a start-up that is integrating 
standalone logistics operations around the world. 
“Our teething problem is getting the right data,” he 
said. “It is sometimes not accurate and reported too 
slowly, so a lot of time is spent cleaning up the data. It 
can be a challenge to consolidate and analyze.”

Companies could have hundreds of thousands, 
sometimes millions of transactions, depending on 
the business, observed Bilafer – and that’s only the 
transactional data generated by the enterprise. At SAP, 
he said, “we also look at commodity prices, foreign 
exchange rates and all sorts of metrics” – in the same 
way that SAP customer Fonterra incorporates fuel 
prices in its analytics because its New Zealand dairy 
plants are so distant from the rest of the world.

“The problem is that these signals, these data sets, 
are massive,” said Bilafer. “How do you take that 
other information and enrich it with your forecasting 
information and your historical information? How do 
you capture them all, make sense of them, and then 
make a decision?” The answer, he said, is real-time 
analytics.  

 
Kenneth Li, American Express (left), Amos Ng, Straco, 
and International Baccalaureate’s Stephen Magowan

Network of truth
Globally, analytics now probably accounts for up 
to 25% of SAP’s revenue. “This is where everybody 
is competing,” said Bilafer. It was SAP analytics that 
brought down the cost of sequencing a genome from 
US$10,000	 to	 just	 US$1,000	 and	 made	 it	 possible	

	  

	  

We are quite interested to analyze our customers, their 
behavior, their profile, what they look for as tourists.  
If we can leverage on this, we can build more attractions  
that can have repeat revenue flow.
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for doctors to prescribe cancer cures specific to the 
patient’s genome. “These are the crazy problems that 
we’re solving, and they have nothing to do with ERP” 
– even though SAP is still perceived as just an ERP 
company.

“That’s the ‘Old SAP’,” said Bilafer. In the last five 
years,	 SAP	 spent	 nearly	 US$20	 billion	 to	 purchase	
companies such as Sybase, SuccessFactors, Business 
Objects and Ariba, companies that have “enriched 
our product portfolio and enabling us to more quickly 
innovate with our customers,” he said. In many cases, 
ERP has reduced expenses and made the business 
more efficient. But now that companies have all 
this transactional data, the next step is to take the 
information and make it available to everyone, 
including suppliers and, in some cases, end-customers.

“That’s really where analytics comes in,” said Bilafer. 
But SAP’s solution goes beyond the traditional ‘one 
version of the truth’ – the one set of internal numbers 
that everyone works from within the enterprise. The 
new concept is ‘a network of truth,’ the realization 
that ‘I don’t know all the data’ and therefore I need 
to incorporate external metrics that include even 
competitors’ information and industry trends.        

“We have products that allow you to do these data 
mash-ups,” said Bilafer. “You then upload them into 
a system where you can share across the enterprise, 
and this becomes the new network of truth.” When 
the system is set up in real time, executives can 
frame a business user question any time of the day, 
immediately get an answer and then move on.     

That’s what New Zealand’s Fonterra is doing. It keeps 
tabs on what it calls the ‘emerging middle-class 
metric,’ which measures the financial readiness of 
consumers in emerging markets to buy branded dairy 
products. It also incorporates other external factors 
such as the price of fuel into its SAP-enabled demand 
model. The objective is to alert Fonterra when it makes 
sense to sell more to nearby Southeast Asian markets 
rather than to more distant (and thus more expensive) 
China or far-off Brazil.   

Technology roadblocks
Bilafer’s spiel struck a chord with the roundtable 
participants, but the reality is that it is still a ‘yes, 
but…’ situation for some of them. “We are still living 
in the old days of SAP,” said KTL’s Shan, who recalls 
the company’s experience in 2007 when it migrated 
from a customized system to SAP ERP – and then 

discovered it could not transfer the data that had been 
lodged in the old system to the new one. 

One CFO commented on the difficulty of systems 
integration, something that bedevils one of the 
company’s banking partners. “They have multiple 
sets of data running on multiple platforms,” this 
finance chief recounted. “Sometimes they have a 
problem retrieving data [requested by the client].” 
Putting together those disparate systems from various 
vendors into one seamless whole requires time and 
money – and patience because it seems an upgrade 
or a new module is pushed out to market every few 
months.  

There are plenty of systems integrators around, with 
the bigger firms accredited by software makers to 
implement their solutions and integrate them with 
other systems. But as another CFO observed, quality 
and level of commitment vary. This CFO’s company 
is implementing a business analytics solution that 
requires integration with other systems and data 
warehousing. “Halfway through, the consultant 
dropped out,” she said. “If you want to succeed, you 
really need a good integrator.”

You also need to know what questions to ask, said the 
Land Transport Authority’s Tan. “If you are unclear about 
what you want or don’t write the algorithm correctly, 
the data will not come out correctly,” she pointed 
out, giving the example of an algorithm designed to 
search for unusual expenditures that excludes small 
amounts.	But	numerous	S$1,000	payments	add	up	to	
large amounts over time – and may be deliberately set 
that low precisely to hide wrongdoing, such as luxury 
department store purchases.

Land Transport Authority’s Alice G K Tan

The most important thing is actually getting the data to  
the end-user and stakeholder, not only staying in finance . . . 
If nobody uses the data, then it’s just redundant.
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But this assumes the users have mastered the system 
and are rooting for its success. “That’s one of the 
issues we’re facing,” said another CFO, who recounted 
how her company was persuaded to buy a new risk 
management and customer relationship management 
enterprise solution. But there was no buy-in from the 
intended users. “They just leave it there as a white 
elephant,” she said. “Nobody uses it; nobody knows 
how to use it.”

The SI skills gap
Bilafer identified the “massive skills-gap issue” as a 
contributor to the system integrator problem. “The 
region is growing so quickly it’s hard to find and train 
people,” he said. Frequently, consultants are flown in 
from somewhere else because there is not enough 
talent in a small market like Singapore or an emerging 
economy like the Philippines.  

“Typically, what happens is the consultants spend six 
months in the region and then they get a better offer 
from somewhere else and they pick up and go there,” 
Bilafer observed. “The rate of innovation is making 
things even worse. If you get someone that knows in-
memory solutions, which is only 18 months old, they’re 
getting top dollar. If they’re not getting that from their 
current employer, they’ll go somewhere else.”

SAP has 15,000 partners worldwide ranging from 
giants like IBM and Accenture to boutique systems 
integrators. “For some mission-critical operations, 
SAP does have some additional services, things like 
Max Attention, where if there’s an escalation with 
the partner, you will always have SAP involved,” said 
Bilafer. The company has also built a 2.4-million-strong 
SAP Community Network of users and partners, where 
people share experiences and obtain documents and 
training, “a lot of it for free and on YouTube.”

On the ‘white elephant’ issue, Bilafer observed 
that it all goes back to change management and 
understanding end-user requirements. “It’s the same 
thing that IT sometimes does to finance. They just 
show up with the [technology] tool and they say, ‘Here 
it is.’ And then finance goes: ‘How am I going to make 
this work?’” People, including those in finance, get so 
used to the familiar that they need hand-holding and 
persuasion to switch to a new solution.

Still, no company can afford to stand still. “You have 
to stay apace with innovation,” Bilafer argued. “If you 

don’t, then you find in the enterprise someone buys 
a rogue technology or uses an Excel spreadsheet” – 
creating new problems because the single ‘network 
of truth’ goes out the window. When many versions 
of the truth proliferate across the organization, it 
becomes difficult for finance and other departments to 
track and assess performance and to plan and forecast 
for the future.  

  

 
Jan Rosemeyer of Allianz and Opulent’s Ng Liew Cheng

Deactivating Excel
It’s a situation that would be intolerable at a global 
company like insurance behemoth Allianz, said Jan-
Chr. Rosemeyer, CFO at Allianz SE Reinsurance Branch 
Asia Pacific. Numerous reports are generated in 
individual countries that are then consolidated at the 
regional level and then put together in the head office 
in Munich. “We now also have market-value balance 
sheets, so we easily have five or six ledgers to book 
and monitor in parallel,” Rosemeyer explained.

The solution is “to force ourselves not to do things 
manually,” he said. “We do only standardized reports 
because you cause so much miscommunication and 
misunderstanding when the data and key performance 
indicators I see in Singapore is not the same as what 
Munich sees.”

But	that’s	easily	said	than	done.	Until	recently	at	Kerry	
Logistic Management (Asia), some in finance were 
doing parallel runs to the Sun financial management 
system, telling themselves they will eventually catch 
up. “They never seemed to catch up even after six 
months,” recalled financial controller Gan. This was in 
2010, before she joined the company.

	  

Our teething problem is getting the right data. It is sometimes not 
accurate and reported too slowly, so a lot of time is spent cleaning 
up the data. It can be a challenge to consolidate and analyze.
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It had taken two years before the Sun solution was 
fully implemented, but even then, people were not 
fully utilizing it. “They got so comfortable with the 
system they had been using, and going into a new 
system meant that they had to make sure they were 
really proficient in it,” said Gan. Finally, headquarters 
in Hong Kong turned off the old system, giving staff 
no choice but to enter everything into the Sun system.

Singapore’s Sembcorp Industries also had to contend 
with the Excel issue. It had implemented SAP 
Business Objects and created a dashboard for senior 
management and web-based business intelligence 
reports for the business units, so that reporting of 
financial results will have the same look and feel. 

The reports that duly appeared on Maggie Yeo’s desk– 
she is Sembcorp’s Senior Vice President for group 
reporting and policies – looked and felt exactly as the 
Business Objects reports. But in reality, the reports 
were linked to the staff’s old Excel files, which they 
had reformatted to be consistent with the new look.
 
The CFO’s solution was to designate Yeo’s team 
as the unit responsible for business intelligence 
reporting. Yeo said that the best way was to cut the 
link between Business Objects and Excel, even though 
she concedes that “Excel is something that is so 
essential in business.” Excel is flexible and lends itself 
to customization, but those qualities also tend to lead 
to human error.  

 
Magowan and Kerry Logistics’ Alexia Gan

Self-service business intelligence
Bilafer agreed that spreadsheets can be inaccurate. 
“We saw this happen with this one customer,” he 
recounted. “The CEO had this awesome report which 
he wanted everybody to do. It was all based on Excel. 
At the end of the quarter, he asked about a number. It 
turned out that the number hadn’t been updated in 

three months and it was a wrong number.” Imagine, he 
said, if a decision in that multi-billion dollar company 
were made based on that one wrong number.

He admits that Excel is still “the most prolific 
business intelligence solution in the world.” Before 
SAP acquired Business Objects in 2007, some in SAP 
itself would take “massive amount of data, dump it 
into Excel and massage it for the format they like. The 
worst thing is that, once you created that format and 
you served that first report, some users look at it, find 
the one number they need, and then throw the file 
away. And it costs someone six people-hours to build 
that report.”

“Excel is corporate duct tape,” said Bilafer, “and 
companies need to address the risk associated with 
‘spreadmarts’.”

Should we dump Excel?

A more fundamental problem with Excel, Bilafer 
argued, is that it serves up data the way finance has 
always done it in the last 10 to 15 years – as columns 
of numbers on a spreadsheet. “But the big thing we’re 
seeing now is that the people graduating from school 
are all used to what we call ‘self-service BI,’ which 
means they can navigate [the BI program] themselves, 
ask the questions, get the answer, make a decision and 
then move on.” 

Business end-users younger than 40, say, expect to 
be able to type in a query in a question box and get 
the answer in seconds, similar to what they can do 
in Google Search or Google Map. SAP has developed 
a solution called Explorer that does exactly that. 
Explorer contains pre-defined reports and all the data 
around sales. “It has a Google box,” said Bilafer. “You 
type in the question and it serves up the information 
for you.”

When appropriate, the new-generation users expect 
the information served to them to be presented 
visually. For example, one SAP-powered website can 
display every shot taken by every NBA basketball 
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player since 1964. That information can be presented 
as a set of numbers and charts, but what the end-user 
wants is to see those shots. “We don’t show them in 
Excel view,” said Bilafer. “We show you where people 
make the most shots from [as moving images].”

Imagine how valuable it is for a sales person to be 
able to locate the nearest customers on a digital map 
when two hours of his time are unexpectedly freed 
up by a cancellation, he went on. The same map can 
also tell him what products the customers bought in 
the last six months, which ones brought in the most 
profits, what are the most profitable products and 
other information.

“Guess what, you already have all that information,” 
said Bilafer. Except that it is contained in an Excel 
spreadsheet – and therefore not very accessible to the 
new-breed business user.

Kew Sim Chia of 20Cubes Logistics

Mobility: Analytics on the go
And those numbers and charts will also look clumsy 
on mobile devices – if they can be accessed on 
smartphones and tablet at all. Mobility is what I 
want, said Aedas International’s Liew. His company 
has a graphics-heavy near-real time dashboard that 
draws data from the ERP system and Excel files. 
He wants mobile devices to access this dashboard 
because project directors spend most of their time on 
thousands of project sites around the world.

“Analytics tools are very good and powerful, but they 
are very big and need a desktop or laptop,” Liew said. 
“Is there any solution that caters to iPad users that I 
can implement?”

As it happened, said Bilafer, “I have a dashboard 
running on my iPad.” Liew asked if the data was live. 
“Yes,” said Bilafer. And can you access the dashboard 
offline? Again, the answer was yes. “You have the 
ability to work offline,” said Bilafer. “When you’re 
on a network, it takes the data; when you’re off the 
network, it will continue showing that data. This is big 
in places like India where, as soon as you get outside 
in Mumbai, you lose your connection until you step 
into a corporate office.”

He gave the example of a mining company in Australia 
whose massive earth-mover truck has broken down. A 
repair crew fills up a work order form detailing what 
needs to be done, the parts to be replaced and when 
the machine can start working again – offline, because 
the mining site has no Wi-Fi coverage. But once back 
in the office, the information goes live, and finance, 
operations and others in the company will know what 
the loss in yield will be from the breakdown. 

But Bilafer warns about security. “Especially with 
finance information, you have got to secure the 
mobile device,” he said. “So a Mobile Device 
Management	 system	 becomes	 critical.”	 SAP’s	 US$7-
billion acquisition of mobility specialist Sybase allows 
it to offer secure apps on IOS and Android platforms, 
said Bilafer. “So if you’re in the field and somebody 
needs you to approve a payment, you can do that on 
your mobile phone with your digital signature.”

What about the cost?
But how much will all these technology-enabled 
innovations cost? After spending more than budgeted 
when her company switched ERP systems and 
migrated the data from the old system, “we just don’t 
have the money for data mining,” said one participant. 
The issue of cost may be one reason why some 
companies use Excel even for business intelligence, 
despite the potential for error – it basically comes free 
with Microsoft Office, although some features of Excel 
2013 entail additional cost.

Bilafer argued that “there is a lot of business value” 
in implementing technology-enabled systems such as 
analytics and BI. It’s not a finance-specific question, he 
argued. What’s the business problem you’re trying to 
solve? How are you going to address it? Look at how 
technology is not only helping you get the information 
you need when you need it, but also helping the 
business sell more and sell more profitably. 

	  

We do only standardized reports because you cause so much 
miscommunication and misunderstanding when the data and 
key performance indicators I see in Singapore is not the same 
as what Munich sees.
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How much will this cost us, SAP?

“You can look at total cost, or you can look at the 
flipside, which is, ‘If I believe information is the 
differentiator in my company, then I need the best 
foundation, the best business process platform,’” he 
said. Of course, you can choose to buy something on 
the cheap or build it internally. “I deal with this all the 
time in APJ’s emerging markets – until someone goes 
to jail or the company goes bankrupt. And then all of 
a sudden it’s: ‘Yes, not sure that was the best thing 
to do.’” 

Bilafer also argued that the cost should be seen in 
the context of answering the needs and expectations 
of business users. “We used to call them fat-fingered 
users, yet these are the people that consume more 
information on a daily basis than people tethered to 
their desktops,” he observed, referring to the sales 
force. They need the information, wherever they are, 
and they need to access it on their desktop, laptop, 
smartphone, tablet and other mobile devices.

He gives as an example Days Sales Outstanding (DSO). 
“It is a metric that I as a sales person have a lot of 
influence over more than anyone in the organization,” 
he points out, because the sales person can offer 
different payment terms, whether 30 days, 40 days, 60 
days or whatever period. But DSO is not something 
that is top-of-mind to sales because they typically do 
not see how their deals affect it. Their two big metrics 
are meeting their quota and customer satisfaction.   

What if you took some key financial metrics like DSO 
and you enable the business people who influence 
them to understand them and show them how to 
improve them? It’s going to cost money in terms of 
enterprise software, Bilafer conceded, but “that’s 
where I think you’re going to see the real value. That’s 
what we call being a ‘CFO 2.0.’” 

Can cloud computing, software-as-a-service and other 
new delivery platforms bring down the cost? They 
can do that and they can turn capex into opex. “But 
companies have to decide what they want to put in 
the cloud and why,” cautions Bilafer. Supply chain 
management, where a company puts out an RFP 
and everybody around the world can bid for it, is a 
good candidate. There are a number of cloud service 
providers that enable this, including SAP’s Ariba.

“But not everybody wants to put all their financial 
information in the cloud,” warned Bilafer. “It’s not 
everything you have today on-premise that you’re 
going to put into the cloud.” He can see sales planning 
on the cloud, for example, and some SAP clients are 
looking at putting their ERP on it as well. “But we also 
have big companies like Daimler-Chrysler that had 
outsourced their entire ERP – and just announced that 
they’re pulling it back into the company.”

Conclusion: Don’t forget the core
Amid the talk about technology and the expansion of 
the CFO’s remit, it was left to a former CFO to remind 
everyone about a fundamental truth. “You have to 
start off with the core and build out using technology 
as a positive enabler,” said Jagdish Srinivas Nistala, 
who was previously Asia CFO at DHL, Agilent 
Technologies and Hewlett-Packard before becoming a 
strategy consultant with PwC and now evangelist for 
finance business transformation at SAP.   

“Every CFO wants to be thinking about transforming 
finance functions, but I think core finance and 
accounting are still really important,” he said. Indeed, 
with all the new regulatory requirements coming out, 
“fundamentals have become business-critical.” 

He recounted his own experiences as a finance chief. 
“We would struggle to get information such as 
revenue and DSO by customer, because no GL system 

	  

What if you took some key financial metrics like DSO and you enable 
the business people who influence them to understand them and 
show them how to improve them? It’s going to cost money in terms 
of enterprise software, said Bilafer, but “that’s where I think you’re 
going to see the real value. That’s what we call being a ‘CFO 2.0.’
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would support that kind of granularity,” Nistala 
recalled. Yet finance was expected to generate the 
most up-to-date reports to drive decision-making, 
and also capture information at the granular level “to 
drive positive sales behavior and thereby positively 
influence the cash cycle and reduce aged receivables 
and bad debts.”

“To have one view and a single source of truth is 
always a challenge with multiple GL systems, for 
example, and this is where new technologies can add 
real value,” he added. “The challenge is how to ‘marry’ 
basics such as a global chart of accounts, standard 
business processes with efficient cost structures, many 
different systems from mergers and acquisitions, new 
evolving business models and so on and technologies 
such as analytics, big data and data mining etc. to 
drive value across the organization.”

“Having a vision of where your business is headed and 
how you get there using all the new and disruptive 
technologies has become the crux of becoming a 
dynamic CFO,” reckoned Nistala. “I think finance is at 
a pivotal position and needs help with the practical 
aspects of how to bring such technologies to fruition, 
so there is greater adoption and a sense of urgency to 
be early adopters in the industry.”    

Every CFO wants to be thinking about transforming finance 
functions, but I think core finance and accounting are still really 
important . . . You have to start off with the core and build out 
using technology as a positive enabler.

	  

The Land Transport Authority’s Tan agreed. With seven 
sets of auditors looking over her agency’s books, 
finance works very hard to get the core right at the 
Authority. “You have to make sure you are reconcilable 
to the cent,” said Tan, “and yet at the same time, you 
must be able to speak the language of the business 
and be a strategic partner.” 

And like it or not, technology is becoming more and 
more indispensable both to get the core of finance 
right and meet the new expectations of the business.
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About CFO Innovation 
An	 integrated	digital,	 conference	and	 research	platform	of	Questex	Media	 in	 the	US,	CFO	 Innovation	aims	 to	
provide strategic intelligence to the region’s CFOs, finance directors, controllers and treasurers. It reaches more 
than 20,000 finance professionals through its three-times-a-week newsletters and regularly updated website.

CFO Innovation organizes the annual two-day CFO Innovation Asia Forum in Singapore and other conferences in 
China, Hong Kong and Malaysia. It also broadcasts webinars and conducts research on a wide variety of finance, 
accounting, treasury, management and career development topics. 

For more information, please see www.cfoinnovation.com.

About SAP
As market leader in enterprise application software, SAP (NYSE: SAP) helps companies of all sizes and industries 
run better. From back office to boardroom, warehouse to storefront, desktop to mobile device – SAP empowers 
people and organizations to work together more efficiently and use business insight more effectively to stay ahead 
of the competition. SAP applications and services enable more than 248,500 customers to operate profitably, 
adapt continuously, and grow sustainably.

For more information, visit www.sap.com.
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