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In collaboration with Questex Media, parent company of CFO 
Innovation, IBM organized BusinessConnect 2015 on March 18 in Kuala 
Lumpur, March 20 in Singapore and April 28 in Bangkok. About 100 
CFOs participated in roundtable and panel discussions, sharing their 
experiences and ideas about how to implement analytics not only in 
finance but also in the rest of the organization.

This report records the collective wisdom of the CFO discussants, 
presenters,  and experts from IBM. Space constraints do not allow 
listing the names of all the participants. The presenters, panelists and 
moderators are listed below.
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“Increasingly, CFOs are looking beyond the finance 
function, applying the same analytics techniques in 
areas like operational efficiencies and risk mitigation”
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For the select group of some 100 CFOs at the BusinessConnect 2015 series  
of conferences in Kuala Lumpur, Singapore and Bangkok in March and April  
this year, Angeline Chua’s presentation on how her company uses analytics  
was an eye-opener.

“We use analytics to generate business insight, 
enhance operational efficiency and manage risk,” 
said the CFO of IBM ASEAN. She then proceeded to 
enumerate some of the specific ways, which includes 
planning, budgeting and forecasting resources, 
spotting and analyzing trends and anomalies, 
measuring and monitoring behavior, assessing and 
managing risk, comparing ‘what-if’ scenarios, and 
understanding customer sentiment and behavior.

“It’s good to listen to someone who is actually 
using analytics,” said the CFO of an educational 
provider in Malaysia. Like many participants in all 
three cities, he described his company as still in the 
investigative stage when it comes to rolling out the 
capability to conduct analytics in finance and the rest 
of the business. 

“The subject is terrifying for many CFOs,” admitted 
Jeremy Gray, CFO of chemicals maker WR Grace and 

moderator of the discussion on volatility and risk 
management in the Singapore leg of BusinessConnect 
2015. But thanks to the presentations and discussions, 
“I’m getting a greater understanding of how analytics 
can help my business and how it can help me be 
successful in the future,” he said.

Indeed, as Chua observed, finance is beginning to 
look at analytics beyond the confines of the function. 
“CFOs in ASEAN are telling us that analytics initiatives 
were often triggered by the finance agenda, and 
driven by the need for a single source of truth and 
business foresight,” she said. 

“But increasingly, CFOs are looking beyond 
the finance function, applying the same analytics 
techniques in areas like operational efficiencies and 
risk mitigation... wherever the business outcomes are 
most pronounced.”

The roundtable and panel discussions, which 



IBM ASEAN CFO Angeline Chua talks about the deluge of data 

W R Grace’s Jeremy Gray and CFOs in Singapore
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featured Chua, eight other CFO-panelists, 90 or so 
CFO discussants and IBM specialists (IBM sponsored 
the events organized by CFO Innovation), generated 
commonsense advice and approaches to implementing 
analytics in the enterprise. Among them:
•	 Adopt	 analytics	 only	 when	 there	 is	 a	 specific	

problem to be solved
•	 Set	concrete	targets	to	win	buy-in	from	the	board	

and senior management
•	 Standardize	and	automate	processes	that	generate	

structured data
•	 Recognize	 that	 you	 do	 not	 need	 100%	

completeness of external and unstructured data
•	 Deal	with	people	issues
•	 Avoid	Big	Bang	implementation
•	 Use	the	appropriate	technology

What is Analytics?
Before anything else, the BusinessConnect 2015 

events made sure that everyone was on the same 
page in terms of terminology.

For the purposes of the conference, and 
understanding that the term can be defined differently 
in other contexts, what is meant by analytics is the ability 
of the finance function (typically through the financial 
planning & analytics team) to slice and dice internal and 
external data, both financial and non-financial, in order 
to analyze trends and gain business insight. 

The outcomes are used for forecasting, planning 
and budgeting, to support strategy decisions, to deal 
with risk management issues, and to answer specific 
questions from the CEO, the M&A team, marketing, 
sales, HR and other parts of the business.

This ability is enabled by an analytics platform 
or infrastructure, which may or may not include 
spreadsheets. Gartner, a technology market research 
organization, suggests that this analytics platform/
infrastructure should have the following capabilities, 
among other things:
•	 Business	user	data	mashup	and	modelling,	through	

“drag and drop,” data combination from different 
sources and analytic models such as user-defined 
measures, sets, groups and hierarchies

•	 Programmatic	and	visual	tools	for	building	reports,	
dashboards, queries and analysis

•	 Visualization	 options	 beyond	 pie,	 bar	 and	 line	
charts, such as heat and tree maps, geographic 
maps, scatter plots and other special-purpose 
visuals

•	 Ad	hoc	query	that	enables	users	to	ask	their	own	
questions of the data without relying on IT to 
create a report

•	 Sharing	 and	 discussing	 information,	 analysis,	
analytic content and decisions via discussion 
threads, chat, annotations and story-telling

•	 Developing	 on	 and	 delivering	 content	 to	 mobile	
devices

On-the-Ground Analytics
In Malaysia, Singapore and Thailand, IBM’s 

Chua spoke about the main driver of analytics. “The 
explosion of data is going to drive this key requirement 
in organizations in finance,” she said, noting that 
“about 2 billion gigabytes” of data are generated 
every day across the world. That’s equivalent to about 
500 million DVD disks – daily. 

At IBM, finance and other parts of the organization 
are mining the deluge of information to drive better 
insights, better decisions and better outcomes. One 
significantly improved result is the narrowed variance 
between forecasts and actuals. These days, the 
difference between the estimated revenue numbers 
and	what	actually	comes	in	is	less	than	5%.

Johnson & Johnson’s Rajesh Kumar (left) and 
Celcom Axiata’s Nik Nazifah Binti Nik Ahmad in Kuala Lumpur



Another example of how analytics is helping IBM is in the area of 
mergers and acquisitions. Chua described how the analytics tool called 
PRISM “helps systematically identify, prioritize and mitigate acquisitions 
risks.” Through analytics, the correlation between key attributes and deal 
performance is validated, based on deals that IBM has completed across the 
world. Additional data is added as new M&A deals are done.

PRISM	predicts	the	chances	of	success	of	potential	acquisitions.	Users	
can alter, add and re-weight attributes to see whether predicted performance 
would be enhanced. The M&A team can then explore whether the success 
attributes can be strengthened and those correlated with failure perhaps 
weakened – or simply walk away from the potential deal. PRISM is helping 
IBM improve the selection process and refine acquisition strategy.

At IBM, analytics is also part of risk management, Chua said. It is utilized, 
for example, to provide insight into country risk by analyzing internal and 
external data. The factors examined include economic indicators, liquidity 
and the risk-reward ratio for the company. The outcomes are presented as 
a heat map, in which countries are coded in red (high risk), yellow (medium 
risk) and green (stable). 

 

New-Generation Tools
The beauty of analytics, said Chua, is that the basic platform, data 

sets and tools can be used and re-used for different purposes, including 
risk management. And with advances in technology, users no longer need 
IT specialists to set up queries and parameters, added Sophia SC Pang, 
Performance Management Specialist (Business Analytics) at IBM ASEAN.

Pang served as discussant in Kuala Lumpur 
and Singapore, and was the featured executive in a 
question-and-answer session at the Bangkok leg of 
BusinessConnect 2015. “The new-generation tools 
are easy to use and easy to access by users, such as 
through mobile devices,” she said. The days when 
finance has to call on technology specialists to set up 
analytics programs are gone. Today, users can easily 
write queries and generate reports on their own.

In Thailand, Pang impressed the CFOs in 
attendance with a demonstration of the capabilities 
of Watson Analytics. IBM’s new Internet-based service 
offers a free trial to anyone who is seeking to find 
answers and insights into their data using predictive 
analytics and data visualization. “You can upload your 
own Excel spreadsheet and Watson Analytics will do 
the rest,” said Pang. The analytics tool then slices and 
dices the data to generate insights and action steps. 

Dr. Nipit Piravej, CEO of healthcare consultancy 
Bangkok Health, expressed particular interest in 
Watson Analytics. A panelist in the Bangkok event, the 
medical doctor observed that hospitals generate huge 
volumes of data every day. It would be a great service 
to doctors if analytics can sift through the information 
in real time and predict what treatments work best, 
among other insights. 

His fellow panelist, Sarayuth Saengchan, Senior 
Executive Vice President, Finance Group, Mitr Phol 
Sugar Group, also sees value in analytics for the 
finance function and for operations in general. Mitr 
Phol has interests in plantations, sugar mills, wood 
substitute materials, renewable energy and farm 
products, which are disparate activities that generate 
reams of often dissimilar data. The group is working 
with IBM to implement analytics across the group.

Analytics and Risk  
For his part, Joerg Ayrle, Group CFO at Thai 

Union	 Frozen	 Products	 and	 also	 a	 panel	 discussant	
in Bangkok, was especially interested in analytics 
as a way to forecast currency movements and track 
governance across the supply chain. A vertically 
integrated seafood company that owns global brands 
such as Chicken of the Sea, the Bangkok-listed group 
is exposed to multi-currency fluctuations and must 
comply with sustainability guidelines on sourcing fish 
from international waters.

“The Thai baht is our reporting currency, so yes, 
it would be good to accurately forecast where it is 
going	to	be	relative	to	the	US	dollar,	euro	and	other	
currencies,” Ayrle said in reply to a question from 
the panel moderator. To which Christopher Marshall, 
Risk and Counter Fraud Global Consulting Expert at 
IBM, interjected: “If I knew that, I would be in the 
Caribbean right now, enjoying my retirement.” 

Marshall’s point was that analytics can do a great 
variety of things, but making specific predictions IBM’s Sophia Pang talks about Watson Analytics
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About 2 billion gigabytes of data 
are generated every day across 
the world, equivalent to about 
500 million DVD disks – daily



about exchange rates and timing is a tough, if not 
impossible, proposition. The currency markets, like 
stocks and commodities, are driven in large part by 
emotions and sentiment, chiefly fear and greed. That 
said, Marshall said that analytics can help CFOs design 
a realistic hedging strategy as part of an overall risk 
program.

“There’s no shortage of macro risks the corporate 
CFO faces today,” he pointed out. “These can derail any 
hedging program for finished goods or raw materials, 
especially if the linkages between different parts of 
the program are not adequate or not fully understood 
by management.” Marshall added: “If there is a 
theme on the technology side, it’s understanding the 
interlinkages between risks and different parts of the 
organization that the risks impact.”

Analytics can play a crucial role in governance and 
supply chain management. It begins where traditional 
ERP systems end, enabling the company to analyze 
and understand “who we are buying from, what we 
are buying, and how we are buying.” It is only now 
that supply chain management is taking risk analytics 
seriously. “IBM Emptoris is a classic example of tools 
that go beyond ERP to analyze risks and optimize risk 
return at every stage of the supplier lifecycle,” said 
Marshall.

Lessons Learned 
In the course of the roundtable discussion, the 

BusinessConnect 2015 participants came up with on-
the-ground suggestions as to how enterprises in Asia 
can approach the issue of acquiring and nurturing 
analytics capability. The insights include:

Decide to adopt analytics when there is a 
specific problem to be solved. Are sales forecasts 
always widely at variance with actuals? Is finance 
greatly uncertain about the deal and integration 
success of forthcoming M&A transactions? Is the 
board nervous about potential violations of anti-

bribery laws? These are some concrete problems that 
analytics can help solve. 

CFOs that take the opposite tack – adopting 
analytics just because the competition is doing it or 
because they want to see what can be learned from 
the massive amounts of data they generate – may 
be disappointed. Others in the organization may not 
bother to read or act on their reports.

Set concrete targets to win buy-in from the 
board and senior management. This will also force 
finance to make a thorough study of the benefits. 
Find	out	what	analytics	can	realistically	deliver	–	20%	
cut	 in	 SG&A,	 5%	 or	 less	 variance	 between	 forecast	
and actual – and make sure you equal or exceed the 
promises made.         

Standardize and automate processes that 
generate structured data. If your analysis is based 
on inaccurate or incomplete data, the results will also 

From left: Mitr Phol’s Sarayuth 
Saengchan, IBM’s Chua, Siam’s 
Graham Knight and Bangkok 
Health’s Nipit Piravej 

From left: Zuellig’s Allan Nivatvongs, Thai Union’s 
Joerg Ayrle and IBM’s Chris Marshall in Bangkok
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be inaccurate – garbage in, garbage out. It’s a must to 
first clean up data and ensure data integrity and “one 
source of truth.” 

Minimize or eliminate manual intervention, 
particularly in spreadsheets, IBM’s Pang advised. 
“Excel is an excellent personal tool with great 
flexibility,” she said. “However, when you need 
to standardize across the organization, too much 
flexibility may not work well. And with wider 
deployment across the enterprise, security and 
control become key concerns.”

Recognize that you do not need 100% 
completeness of external and unstructured data. 
At	 IBM	 ASEAN,	 finance	 has	 set	 as	 minimum	 70%	
completeness of inputs such as tweets, blogs, call 
center notes and email, and third-party information 
such as economic forecasts. “That’s good enough,” 
said	Chua.	“If	you	wait	for	100%,	you	can	never	get	to	
do [predictive and prescriptive] analytics.”

Deal with people issues. Some CFOs decided 
to create a separate team for analytics, in the belief 
that the skills required are different from business 
partnering and transactions processing. Those in the 
other finance teams may be asked to join the analytics 
team, if they are interested.

“You cannot put a square peg into a round 
hole,” said Angie Lim, Asia Pacific CFO at property 
management group Jones Lang La Salle and a panelist 
in Singapore. Some finance professionals are happiest 

doing transaction work. Others are more interested in 
reporting. Still others have a gift for analytics. The CFO 
should not force anyone into roles they do not want 
to do.  

It is helpful to get buy-in from finance (and the 
other stakeholders) by emphasizing that analytics will 
not take anyone’s job away. One CFO said he told the 
finance team that analytics will let everyone observe 
normal hours – no more all-nighters to produce 
reports and closings.

Avoid Big Bang implementation. The advice 
of the IBM specialists and the CFOs already utilizing 
analytics is to start small. The initiative can be rolled 
out first in finance or sales and marketing, in one 
division or in one market. Analytics can then be rolled 
out enterprise-wide as its value becomes evident.

Use the appropriate technology. Spreadsheets 
can possibly be used for simply descriptive analytics 
and when data sets are not so large. But specialist 
database and analytics software may be more 
appropriate in cases involving substantial data 
volumes and where outcomes are generated from 
more complex predictive and prescriptive analytics.

The consensus was that spreadsheets are fine as 
front-end interface, since most finance professionals 
are familiar and comfortable with them. But the 
storage, extraction and analysis of data as well as 
generation of analytics-based courses of action 
require something more.

Jones Lang LaSalle’s Angie Lim and Olam’s S.V. Padmanabhan 
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and supply chain management. It begins where 
traditional ERP systems end



That said, companies do not need to spend 
millions of dollars on analytics systems, if it is not 
called for by their size, geographical spread, number 
of users, and complexity of data and objectives. The 
rise of Software-as-a-Service providers, cloud-based 
solutions, self-service analytics and other innovations 
is making it possible for companies to invest as little 
as	US$10,000	on	an	implementation,	said	Chua.

The key is for CFOs to work closely with the 
IT department not only on cost, but also on system 
capabilities, ease of use, accessibility, reporting (e.g. 
real- or near real-time dashboards) and so on.

Where Are You in the 
Journey?

Remarkably, none of the participants said that 
their company has fully implemented analytics or 
believe that they utilizing all of the capabilities of the 
tools that they currently have. Not even IBM. “We’re 
still	only	30%	of	the	journey,”	estimates	Chua.	Indeed,	
many of the attendees said they were still exploring 
and studying whether and how analytics can be 
implemented in their company.   

The science and tools of analytics itself are still 
evolving. Emerging platforms such as the Internet 

of Things and the Industrial Internet, which involve 
sensors and security cameras in consumer appliances 
and factory floors that report all sorts of data online, 
will generate millions more data points. They can 
help address supply chain governance issues at 
Thai	 Union	 Frozen,	 for	 example	 –	 the	 company	 can	
monitor whether fishing boats are complying with 
sustainability requirements by analyzing data on the 
Industrial Internet.   

But as WR Grace’s Gray suggested, analytics 
still tends to be “terrifying” to CFOs. Convincing the 
board, the CEO and others in the C-suite, not to say 
members of the finance team, can be a challenge. And 
recruiting, training and retaining analytics talent can 
be a difficult undertaking.

Still, as the proceedings of the BusinessConnect 
2015 events make clear, Asia’s CFOs don’t really 
have much choice but to adopt analytics – if they are 
serious about getting the winning edge in the Age of 
Big Data and Business Insight. 

And increasingly, it is not limited to finance, but 
is applicable to all other parts of the organization, “in 
areas like operational efficiencies and risk mitigation,” 
as Chua puts it, and “wherever the business outcomes 
are most pronounced.”
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Some finance professionals are happiest doing 
transaction work. Others are more interested in 
reporting. Still others have a gift for analytics. The 
CFO should not force anyone into roles they do not 
want to do



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 25,000 finance 
professionals through its three-times-a-week newsletters and 
regularly updated website.

CFO Innovation organizes annual two-day CFO Innovation 
forums in Singapore and Hong Kong, and other conferences 
in Bangkok, Jakarta, Kuala Lumpur, Manila and Shanghai. It 
also broadcasts webinars and conducts research on a wide 
variety of finance, accounting, FP&A, treasury management 
and career development topics. 

For more information, please see www.cfoinnovation.com

About IBM
IBM believes that a company culture based on core values not 
only helps our business, but also defines the role that we can 
and should play in society.

IBM has developed a thoughtful, comprehensive approach 
to corporate citizenship that we believe aligns with IBM’s 
values and maximizes the impact we can make as a global 
enterprise. We focus on specific societal issues, including the 
environment, community economic development, education, 
health, literacy, language and culture.

IBM is committed to environmental leadership in all of our 
business activities. Our global environmental management 
system ensures the company is vigilant in protecting the 
environment across all of its operations worldwide.

For more information, go to https://ibm.biz/BdXnxF


