2 I DIGITAL OFFICE OF FINANCE

INTRODUCTION: BUILDING
A DATA-CENTRIC
FINANCE FUNCTION THAT
EMPOWERS USERS
As FP&A processes become increasingly datadriven, finance chiefs are looking for ways to quickly
and efficiently provide business leaders with the
information they need for better decision-making.
The data sought by business leaders encompasses
historical data as well as shared plans, objectives,
forecasts and metrics that drive performance and
determine the organization’s next course of action.
Self-service analytics, with a boost from cognitive technologies, can provide
much of the needed data without intervention from finance or IT. More readily
available insights can also enable organizations to better analyze trade-offs
among speed, cost, and quality of various business decisions.
In today’s business environment, many people across an organization find
themselves in the role of data analyst. Finance executives and business
function leaders rely on data to develop budgets, manage performance of
their departments, and project future funding needs.
Questions explored in this eBook include:
q What are self-service analytics, and how do they benefit finance and
business users?
q How can self-service analytics streamline budgeting, planning, and
forecasting processes?
q How can finance chiefs partner with IT and business function leaders to
improve the availability and accuracy of data?
q How are leading companies implementing best practices for self-service
analytics that reduce, or even eliminate, spreadsheet proliferation?
q What roles will cognitive technologies and self-service analytics play in
finance going forward?
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HOW SELF-SERVICE
STREAMLINES ANALYTICS
IN FINANCE
Self-service analytics increase the availability of information, rather than just data, across an organization.
“It empowers employees to make better decisions, be
cognizant of organizational goals and objectives, and
work to meet those objectives,” said Jeremy Carter,
Director of Pre-Sales in Americas, BOARD International, a global provider of business intelligence and
corporate performance management platforms.
Self-service analytics can:

*

1 Enhance decision-making quality. Offering business users the ability
to always access the data they need, reduce gut-based decisions and
generate a data driven organization

*

2 Increase speed of decision-making: Answers can be obtained and the
right decisions can be made quickly, by providing users with the ability to
query on-demand rather than waiting for a report to be built and made
available by IT.

*

3 Improve accuracy of forecasts and budgets: By providing users with
the tools necessary to analyze and understand their business, the quality
and accuracy of forecasts and budgets will be improved.

*

4 Enrich self-performance capabilities. Business users can immediately
understand the underlying causes of their results compared to their stated
objectives, which is a key performance driver.

*

5 Ease the Burden on the Office of Finance. Self-service reporting could
more easily handle increased requests from the business, especially in the
context of reduced/stagnant finance headcount. As the business selfmanages routine requests, finance’s workload would be reduced.

IT EMPOWERS
EMPLOYEES TO
MAKE BETTER
DECISIONS, BE
COGNIZANT OF
ORGANIZATIONAL
GOALS AND
OBJECTIVES,
AND WORK TO
MEET THOSE
OBJECTIVES.”
— Jeremy Carter, Director
of Pre-Sales in Americas,
BOARD International
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PARTNERING WITH
IT TO IMPROVE DATA
AVAILABILITY AND
ACCURACY
Modern decision-making platforms make it possible
to effectively create a single view of companies’
data to leverage in analysis, planning and simulation
processes, providing business users with full selfservice analysis and reporting capabilities.
This widespread access to analytics brings inevitable tradeoffs between
quality, availability, timeliness and cost. IT favors quality and security, while
business users are focused on timeliness and availability.
“IT and the business must agree on these tradeoffs and share the
responsibility for the consequences that arise from these tradeoffs,”
said Michael Talbott, Global Product Director and Evangelist, BOARD
International. “I see this as more of a management issue than a technology
issue. All functions must be operating with the same strategic goals.”
While IT should be the primary data owner for an organization, functional
leadership must be responsible for ensuring that consistent business rules
and terminology are captured within these systems. “Analysis generated
by two different departments on the same metric, for example, must
return the same results,” according to Andrea Alfieri, Head of Marketing for
BOARD International.
However, this is a strategic choice that needs a strong executive
sponsorship. “IT, line of business leaders and finance must work together,
and the team has to be driven by someone who fully understands the
disruptive business value of decision-making in an organization,” Alfieri
noted.

“I SEE THIS AS
MORE OF A
MANAGEMENT
ISSUE THAN A
TECHNOLOGY
ISSUE. ALL
FUNCTIONS MUST
BE OPERATING
WITH THE SAME
STRATEGIC
GOALS.”
— Michael Talbott,
Global Product Director
and Evangelist, BOARD
International
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ELIMINATING
SPREADSHEET
PROLIFERATION
One of the key challenges of self-service analytics is
that spreadsheet use is spiraling out of control, thus
creating a reporting ecosystem crisis affecting the
integrity of financial information.
“We are speaking more and more frequently with large corporations
where self-service analytics projects have resulted in further problems for
the Office of Finance due to spreadsheet proliferation that impacts data
integrity and availability,” Alfieri noted. “Quick fixes simply won’t work. The
solution is to tackle the problem holistically, from the ground-up.”
ZF, the second largest automotive supplier in the world (37.7 USD billion
turnover), is using BOARD to centralize its entire financial reporting and
planning process across five continents and 40 countries. The goal is to
provide business users with strong self-service capabilities and eliminate,
or at least limit, spreadsheet proliferation.
Providing self-service analytics was also a goal of Nampak Plastics
Europe Limited, the market leader in the manufacture of High Density
Polyethylene (HDPE) packaging for the food and drink industry within
the U.K. The key drivers for Nampak in implementing a new business
intelligence tool were the requirements to improve on operational and
financial reporting. Priorities included a self-service tool, with easy-to-use
functionality, which could provide reliability and flexibility of reporting to
the business.
Nampak implemented BOARD to model business constraints that allow
production planners to review production allocation, stock build, and cost
drivers between various sites. This functionality was built with the end-user
in mind in an easy-to-navigate tool, according to company officials.

“QUICK FIXES
SIMPLY WON’T
WORK. THE
SOLUTION IS
TO TACKLE
THE PROBLEM
HOLISTICALLY,
FROM THE
GROUND-UP.”
— Andrea Alfieri, Head
of Marketing, BOARD
International
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COGNITIVE TECHNOLOGIES
AND SELF-SERVE
ANALYTICS: A POWERFUL
TEAM OF THE FUTURE
Cognitive technologies are expected to revolutionize
the way in which any business user will interact with
systems — including self-service analytics — making
it much more like a human interaction and requiring
less customization.
Business users will be able to ask questions in their natural languages that
will trigger in-depth analytics, which include search-driven analytics and
embedded algorithms to support predictive and prescriptive forecasts.
“This is already bringing huge business benefits into the more advanced
organizations, drastically improving decision making-processes,” Alfieri
said. “But we are only at the beginning of a revolution.”
If organizations fail to fix the “spreadsheet spiral” and adopt a unified
approach to data management, all the cognitive technologies that further
increase business users’ self-service capabilities will be built on unreliable
data, Alfieri noted.
Cognitive technologies will increase the distance between users and
creators, making it challenging to evaluate data reliability. Knowing how
the data has been collected, normalized and managed helps to understand
data reliability and quality.

“[COGNITIVE
TECHNOLOGY]
IS ALREADY
BRINGING
HUGE BUSINESS
BENEFITS INTO
THE MORE
ADVANCED
ORGANIZATIONS,
DRASTICALLY
IMPROVING
DECISION
MAKINGPROCESSES.
BUT WE ARE
ONLY AT THE
BEGINNING OF A
REVOLUTION.”
— Andrea Alfieri, Head
of Marketing, BOARD
International
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CONCLUSION: SELF-SERVICE
ANALYTICS EMPOWERS
DECISION-MAKING
Many CFOs see self-service reporting as a way to
decrease the pressure they are under to deliver more
data to a greater number of business partners, the
move to self-service reporting is far more nuanced
and profound than simply improving finance function
productivity.
“However, there are deeper questions around data integrity, the
suitableness of self-service tools, and finally, whether the organization as a
whole will be better off as a result,” according Alfieri.
By introducing a high level of self-service capabilities into the decisionmaking processes, the finance team empowers business users to transform
insights into actions, to better drive company performance and ultimately to
instill a “fact based”decision making culture across the whole organization
But the large majority of the organizations is not still there. According to
the FSN report, nearly half (46%) of organizations are dependent on IT to
make changes to their reporting systems and over 71% of organizations
depend on spreadsheets for collecting data across the majority of their
business. While senior finance executives are making self-service reporting
a priority over the next three years, there are some potential pitfalls,
including the lack of a controlled, transparent, and efficient reporting
process. Enabling all users to access data and analyze data independently
requires a single version of the truth.
There is the need to combine self-service reporting capabilities with a
unified, validated, consistent, and always updated data repository. A
decision-making platform is best suited to meeting the needs of the
modern Office of Finance.
The future resides in a platform that not only ensures data quality and
integrity for self-service analytics, but also provides a highly scalable
modeling environment that leverages the same user-friendly concepts as
the self-service analytics.
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ABOUT THE SPONSOR
BOARD International is the #1 decision-making platform for organizations
of any size. Founded in 1994, BOARD International has enabled more
than 3,000 companies worldwide to rapidly deploy Business Intelligence,
Corporate Performance Management and Analytics applications on a
single unified and programming-free platform.
The BOARD platform allows companies to achieve a single, accurate and
complete view of business information and a full control of performance
across the entire organization, from strategic formulation down to
operational execution.
BOARD provides seamless solutions for:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Reporting and Business Analytics
Budgeting, Planning & Forecasting
Profitability Modelling and Optimization
Simulation and What-if Analysis
Scorecarding and Strategy Management
Financial Consolidation

Thanks to its programming-free toolkit approach global enterprises such
as Acer, DHL, H&M, Mitsubishi, NEC, Puma, Siemens have rapidly deployed
end-to end decision-making applications in a fraction of the time and cost
associated with traditional solutions.
Implemented in over 100 countries, BOARD has 21 offices around the
world and a global reseller network.

