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Kofax, a Lexmark company that provides smart process applications 
that simplify the business-critical First Mile™ of information-intensive 
customer interactions, asked CFO Innovation to invite a select group 
of CFOs and other finance executives to a roundtable discussion in 
Singapore on 25 February 2016. 

The participants shared their experiences and ideas about finance 
transformation in relation to AP automation, working capital 
management and analytics. This report records the insights of the 
following:  

Soon Soo Siang 
Senior Manager, Finance
APM Property Management

Ariane Soh
Finance Controller
Buckman Laboratories

Jin Kim
CFO
Barry Callebaut

Choon Sen Loo
Director, Finance Service Center Asia 
Pacific Middle East
Cameron

Vishal Dhawan
Head, Product Development Finance-
Industrialization
General Motors

Felix Wang
GM – Finance and Administration
Itochu Plastics Pte Ltd

Ong Sin Hong
Vice President - Finance
NatSteel Holdings Pte Ltd

S. V. Padmanabhan
President, Global Finance Head
Olam International

Kenneth Koh
Head of Finance, APAC
Rehau

Subramanian Madan Mohan
Head of Finance Shared Services Center
Siemens Pte Ltd

Johnny Quah
CFO
SingHealth

Robert Burton
Global Business Process Lead
Wilmar International

Hosts:

KK Tung
Sales Director
Lexmark Enterprise Software

Edmund Ang
Senior Sales Engineer
Kofax

Moderator: 

Cesar Bacani
Editor-in-Chief
CFO Innovation Asia
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Two of the world’s largest commodities traders. The planet’s 
biggest chocolate and cocoa company. A global leader in 
healthcare, energy and process industries. A major Japanese 
plastic fabrication company. A mid-sized supplier of 
specialty chemicals. An asset-management-backed property 
management company in Singapore.  

It was a diverse group of CFOs and other finance executives that 
gathered at a recent roundtable discussion in Singapore. They 
shared insights and experiences distilled from a wide range of 
companies in size, geography and industry – and the different 
stages on the finance transformation journey.

“We are very much in the growing stage because APM is a fairly 
young company,” said Soo Siang Soon, Senior Manager, Finance, 
at APM Property Management. The payables and payment process 
is semi-automated and prone to errors, leading to time delays and 
difficulty of analysis. “Our productivity has to increase through the 
use of automation, but it takes time for us to adapt to change and 
to use of technology.”

Manual processes are also at work in Buckman Laboratories, which 
supplies chemicals to the paper, leather and water treatment 
industries. Finance has a mandate from the CEO to look at 
automation and a shared services solution, but implementation is 
still a few years away. “Truly there are errors, so we mitigate them 
but it’s not an efficient process,” says Finance Controller Ariane 
Soh.   
  
At the other end of the scale, Subramanian Madan Mohan heads 

The many pain points in accounts payable 
transformation are, indeed, painful. But there are 
many ways to get past them 

the Finance Shared Services Center of the German multinational 
Siemens. The AP process has been automated via Lexmark 
Solution in ASEAN, Korea, Japan, India, China, Middle East, Africa 
and Australasia. “The main challenge is business analytics,” he 
said. Lexmark Solution allows some analysis, but “it is more to do 
with processing and reporting than with the behavioral factors.”

ACCOUNTS PAYABLE

The collective wisdom of the 13 finance executives and two hosts – 
KK Tung, Sales Director, Lexmark Enterprise Software, and Edmund 
Ang, Senior Sales Engineer at Kofax – suggests that the many pain 
points in accounts payable transformation are, indeed, painful. But 
there are ways to get past them. Among the suggestions:

Leverage advances in technology. Paper invoices were the norm 
ten years ago, noted Lexmark’s Tung. “That is why you had to do 
scanning and so forth. Now we are talking about e-invoicing and 
EDI [Electronic Data Interchange], so scanning is not as much of 
an issue. Capture inaccuracy and getting garbage data seem to be 
slowly going away.”

It is true that paper invoices are still the norm in China, India and 
other developing parts of Asia. But there is now technology to 
turn them into digital information via a secure Internet portal, for 
example. And this is regardless of language, including Chinese 
characters and Thai script. The extracted numbers then get fed 
into the automated AP process powered by software like Lexmark 
Solution. 

The new technology solutions also record and report transaction 
details in real time and allow control protocols to be put in place, 
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thus helping with cyber-security. And they generate an audit trail 
for after-the-fact analysis of what went wrong, identifying who 
were involved in processing and authorizing a fraudulent or non-
compliant transaction.

No Purchase Order, no payment. This policy “is the single largest 
factor, in my opinion, in a successful AP process,” said Madan of 
Siemens. The common rule of thumb is that it takes four times the 
effort to process a non-PO based invoice compared to a PO-based 
invoice, explained Tung. “One of my clients set a policy of ‘no PO, 
no payment.’ Whatever you buy, there must be a PO.”

Process-map and standardize every step in the accounts 
payable process. This is a painstaking process that should be 
done especially in complicated organizations like SingHealth, an 
academic medical center that runs Singapore’s largest general 
hospital, a women and children’s hospital, and cancer, heart, eye, 
neuroscience, dental specialist centers and polyclinics. 

“Each institution used to run its own back office,’ said Johnny 
Quah, SingHealth CFO since 2012. “When we initially put our 
shared services together, it was more of a co-location model where 
everyone did their own thing. Because of that, a staff member 
serving one institution could not readily help with another 
institution, as process and expectations were different.”

SingHealth defined each stage of the workflow, identified the 
parties responsible, and determined how an efficient process was 
measured, among other steps. The aim was to make sure “there 
was minimal variation and there was an understanding among all 
the institutions what the standards of variation and errors that’s 

acceptable,” said Quah. The shared services center now processes 
500,000 invoices a year.

Measure accounts payable performance against benchmarks. 
The metrics at Cameron, a provider of equipment and services 
to the oil and gas industry, include cost per invoice, number of 
invoices processed per full-time employee equivalent, and the 
pass-through backlog. “We still challenge ourselves on what would 
be the best metrics,” said Choon Sen Loo, Director, Finance Service 
Center Asia Pacific Middle East, at Cameron.

Lexmark’s analytics tools can help look for loopholes and improve 
accounts payable performance, said Tung. For example, it will 
show how fast or how slow the processing of invoices is, both at 
the individual and at the aggregate level. Finance gets the blame 
when a vendor is not paid on time. With analytics, finance can 
trace the real cause of the delay, which can be the business unit’s 
failure to approve the payment on time, and further refine the 
process.

At Rehau, a German polymer manufacturing firm, one of the 
benchmarks is the total finance cost over sales as indication of 
efficiency. “When we look at certain studies, it is about 1.3% if 
you are in the first quadrant overall for a mid-size company,” said 
Kenneth Koh, who is the firm’s Head of Finance in Asia Pacific. 

The common rule of thumb is that it takes 
four times the effort to process a non-PO based 
invoice compared to a PO-based invoice
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Other CFOs talked about number of invoices processed per person. 
But Rehau’s businesses span numerous industries, with different 
supply chains and payment terms. “It’s difficult for us to say these 
should be the benchmarks,” said Koh. “It wouldn’t work in India, it 
wouldn’t work in China, it wouldn’t work in Sri Lanka.”    

Don’t feel you have to measure performance against external 
benchmarks, counseled S. V. Padmanabhan, President, Global 
Finance Head, at commodities trader Olam International. “Do 
internal benchmarking,” he said. “You are unique; there are 
invoices with a hundred lines and others with just two lines.” 
Measure how you are doing today compared with yesterday, 
Year 10 against Year 1, “so you’ll know how you are improving in 
productivity.” 

WORKING CAPITAL MANAGEMENT

Getting accounts payable right is already its own reward, the 
participants agreed, as the company’s creditworthiness is 
preserved and its reputation enhanced when suppliers and 
other counterparties get paid on time and in the correct amount. 
Optimized productivity from automation and streamlined systems 
also means a lot more transactions can be processed with the 
same people and resources.

Another big pay-off has to do with working capital management. 
In theory, the AP data should tell finance whether Days Payable 
Outstanding (DPO) is shorter or longer than it should be, or just 
right – that is, that bills in aggregate are being paid too early or too 
late, or within the agreed terms. Whatever the case, the situation 
has implications on working capital management.

If payables are being settled early or on time, is finance capturing 
early-payment or on-time payment discounts, resulting in savings 
that can be used for other purposes? If payments are done late, is 
the company being penalized with surcharges and additional fees? 
Either way, finance needs information. “We need data to negotiate 
with vendors,” said Cameron’s Loo. “We are not there yet.”

One problem, said Edmund Ang, Senior Sales Engineer at Kofax, is 
that updated data is not always available. “What happens is, I ask 
IT: ‘Can I have my data?’ They will say: ‘Yes, in three days.’ Three 
days later, you need another set of data. ‘OK, another three days.’ 
This iteration goes on and on. You are not able to actually come 
to a place where you can really do analytics because the data is 
always old when it is supplied by your IT people.”

That is why business units and even parts of the finance 
department are beginning to buy their own tools, typically cloud-
based solutions delivered as Software-as-a-Service. “They tell IT 
that they do not need anything else but the set of raw data, and 
then they will do their own numbers crunching,” said Ang. The 
result is often a company with many business intelligence and 
analytics tools. 

The result, he noted, is a confusing set of inconsistent data, 
interpretations and forecasts. “In the end, every site is using 
different tools and then reporting different numbers,” explained 
Ang. “Some may be holding on to a certain set of data and doing 
crunching on their own machines running some business logic 
you will never understand.” The age of the data, whether real-time 
or three days ago, could cause margins of error from 5% to 10%, 
depending on the business.

If payables are being settled early or on time, is 
finance capturing early-payment discounts, resulting in 
savings that can be used for other purposes? 
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ANALYTICS

The solution, he said, is to get IT to provide the base data in 
a timely fashion. “There must be an expectation where data 
must always be provided within 24 hours – or a week-long gap, 
depending on what is required,” said Ang. Only then should the 
data be crunched using analytics tools such as Kofax Insight, for 
example. 

“Analytics is always a struggle between IT and the business,” 
Ang said. The business wants the latest information in order to 
generate insights into what is happening at the very moment. 
“That is why business users are always talking about real-time 
analytics, which until now has not become an actual solution. 
There is always a delay of at least one or two days.”

But not all data needs to be provided in real time, observed Olam’s 
Padmanabhan. For him, real-time data is required for control. “I 
need to be on top of anything that can cause a loss to the business, 
like whether I am short or long on my commodities positions, or 
else I will lose my job,” he said. “I want to know if I’m paying on 
time, and that has to do with control.”

With analytics, the data can be two months old and still be 
relevant. For example, will the company be better off with a 
centralized procurement function? Finding the answer would 
require analysis of transactions involving 10,000 suppliers 
worldwide, but there is really no need for that data to be provided 
in real time. “We need to clarify to IT what we need to know now 

and what can wait,” suggested Padmanabhan.

CYBERSECURITY 

All the talk about automation and Internet portals brought up the 
issue of cybersecurity. One participant recounts receiving “very 
nice emails” requesting payment from high-profile suppliers that 
looked genuine. If the message is received earlier or later than 
usual in the cycle, “we automatically suspect that something is 
wrong,” he said. But he worries that unsuspecting staff may let a 
fraudulent invoice go through if it happens to be received on the 
correct date. 

That is why controls are so important in accounts payable, said 
Lexmark’s Tung. Contrary to perceptions that automation could 
lead to fraudulent payments, technology can actually be utilized to 
construct a robust approvals process. At SingHealth, for example, 
Lexmark helped designed an approval matrix “that is one of the 
most complex I have ever seen,” said Tung.

“Once you have built the business requirements and the business 
checks onto the system, you cannot get away from them,” he 

explained. “Nobody can say, ‘Let’s skip this step,’ because it is 
incorporated into the business rules and flow. So if the steps 
are not done, no payment can go out. Technology can give you 
that kind of security and safety to make sure that fraud or risk is 
minimized.”

Of course, he conceded, there is no such thing as 100% security. 
“We have a lot of smart people in this world, and one way or 

There must be an expectation where data 
must always be provided within 24-hours - or a 
week-long gap, depending on what is required
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another, they will try to cheat the system, especially when 
it is an inside job.” But technology solutions could provide 
a comprehensive audit trail to let the company see who did 
what and when. “Whoever touches the system is captured in 
the system,” said Tung. “All this is already available in whatever 
solutions that you go after.”

PARTING WORDS

The question was asked regarding the cost of automation and 
analytics. “Most of you are using SAP and you have probably spent 
quite a sum on that,” Tung replied. “To automate using a solution 
like Lexmark’s is probably a fraction of what you have spent on 
your ERP platform.” 

Madan of Siemens estimates the cost to his organization at 
north of US$10 million. “We spent a lot because we had a lot of 
complications and we started much earlier than other companies,” 
he said. The expense was especially at the high end for non-English 
speaking markets like Taiwan, Japan and Korea. 

With cloud solutions, said Padmanabhan, the cost could be 
relatively low. “I meet a lot of vendors and they want you,” he said. 
The Olam finance chief suggests that companies like Buckman 
Laboratories and APM Property Management, which are at the start 
of the journey, should start small. “Go through a gradual process 
rather than go all out,” he said. The cost of learning from mistakes 
will be lower with this strategy. 

“You as CFO also have to manage the expectations of your team,” 

he added, as well as the expectations of the board and the CEO. 
“Start with the statement that nothing will change for three years. 
Because if you say I’m doing automation and things will become 
rosy, even if 98% is working, they will still focus on the 2% that is 
wrong.” 

It’s an insight that highlights the importance of human resources 
in finance transformation. “There are good tools out there, but 
the biggest pain point, I think, is the people side of it,” said Robert 
Burton, Global Business Process Lead at commodities giant Wilmar 
International. Agreed Jin Kim, CFO for Asia Pacific at cocoa and 
chocolate company Barry Callebaut: “You can implement SAP, but 
if people are not inputting data correctly or are not maintaining it, 
then it just becomes useless information.”

That is true for accounts payable, working capital management 
and analytics – and the task of making them work together as one. 
CFOs should leverage on advances in technology, as Tung rightly 
points out. But at the end of the day, the most important elements 
are still people, people and people.

Most of you are using SAP and you have 
probably spent quite a sum on that. To automate 
using a solution like Lexmark’s is probably a fraction 
of what you have spent on your ERP platform
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