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About the research

The new bridge-builders: CFOs and finance reshaping the digital business is an Economist Intelligence 
Unit report, sponsored by Oracle. Denis McCauley is the author and Michael Gold is the editor. It is 
based on in-depth interviews conducted with 19 corporate executives in finance and other departments, 
as well as extensive desk research.
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• Clive Webb, head of business management, Association of Chartered Certified Accountants
• Martyn van Wensveen, principal, EY Malaysia and ASPAC
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Executive summary

Business innovation based 
on digital technology has 
substantially altered the 
environment in which the 
finance function operates. How 
investment is categorised has 
changed, and what was once 
sold as a product is now sold as 
a service. Digitisation has also 
changed previous assumptions, 
most importantly regarding time. 
Decisions that once could be 
made in weeks or months must 
now be made in days or even in 
real time. The same is true with 
new product development, 
as cycles have become much 
more compressed.

In this sense, the march of 
digitisation may be seen as a 
source of relentless pressure on 
the finance function. Yet it has 
also created opportunities for 
finance and the chief financial 
officer (CFO) to reaffirm and 

enhance their central place in 
the firm. Arguably no function 
has its finger on the pulse 
of a company more firmly 
than that of finance. In most 
organisations, no function 
has more data at its disposal 
to parlay into insights to the 
different parts of the business.

This study finds that, in many 
organisations, the CFO and 
finance team are well-placed 
to exercise digital leadership 
in a number of ways. Most 
of the CFOs and other senior 
executives interviewed for 
this report stress that this 
needs to be the collective 
responsibility of the entire senior 
management team, including 
those responsible for finance, 
technology, marketing, risk and 
other functions. All, however, 
see the CFO as instrumental 
in driving digital change in the 

organisation, possibly even first 
among equals. The key lies in 
their and their team’s ability to 
leverage data and analytics to 
consistently deliver insights to 
the rest of the business. 
 
The key findings from the study 
include the following:

•  CFOs must challenge 
business units to meet 
their digital ambitions. 
Armed with sufficient 
knowledge of digital 
technologies and 
innovations, some CFOs are 
able to identify best digital 
practices in the organisation 
and disseminate them 
among business units. 
Whether or not they take a 
lead role in driving change, 
they can leverage their 
expertise to continuously 
challenge business units 
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to step up or change their 
digitisation efforts.

•  Finance must adapt to 
changing precepts of data 
ownership. Many companies 
are moving away from 
a centralised model of 
data ownership, in which 
business units maintain 
control of the operational 
data they are gathering. 
Finance probably needs to 
remain the final verifiable 
repository of data for 
reporting and compliance 
purposes, but it needs to 
ensure visibility and access 
to non-financial data across 
other silos if it is to develop 
unique insights for the entire 
business.

•  Developing metrics for 
digital remains an unmet 
challenge. None of the 
CFOs participating in 
our study claims full 
success in creating robust, 
comprehensive metrics for 
digitisation, though many 
have teams looking to 
tackle the challenge. They 
are particularly struggling 
with how to determine the 
balance sheet value of the 
data they hold, as well as of 
relatively new digital assets 
such as algorithms.

•  Help will be needed from 
business units. In many 
firms, finance teams are 
awash in data and key 
performance indicators 
(KPIs). It may be beyond 
finance to develop new 
metrics for digital operations 
on their own; some finance 
executives are looking to 

other business units to 
take the lead in this effort, 
and plan to train them 
to interpret their own 
performance and operational 
data. Existing KPIs should 
be reviewed for relevance 
before new ones are added.

•  Automation can create 
the space finance needs 
to become advisors. 
Automation of the most 
repetitive finance processes 
such as accounts payable 
and receivable and query 
handling, among others, 
is well under way in many 
organisations. It is a virtue in 
its own right to gain speed, 
reduce errors and realise 
cost savings, but finance 
teams must use the capacity 
gained to develop higher-
value advisory capabilities.

•  Automation is a stepping 
stone to mastering more 
advanced technologies. 
CFOs are looking ahead to 
when artificial intelligence 
(AI) and machine learning, 
among other emergent 
technologies, are deployed, 
as these will create 
opportunities to offer more 
valuable insights to business 
units. Some experts believe 
that finance will be able to 
offer lessons to the rest of 
the company on how best to 
leverage these capabilities.

Through finance automation and 
the adoption of agile practices, 
many CFOs are seeking to 
elevate the capabilities of their 
finance teams. This in turn can 
position them to advise and 
guide other parts of the business 

on aspects of digitisation, and 
in particular on the creation of 
value from their data. Steps 
that CFOs can take to prepare 
their teams for this shift include: 
leading the updating of the 
firm’s KPIs to ensure they are 
fit for the digital business; 
amid the democratisation of 
data, ensuring full visibility of 
business units’ data; gaining 
knowledge of emerging 
technologies that may find 
traction in the business; and 
broadcasting the finance 
function’s own digitisation 
successes to build its wider 
digital credibility. See the 
conclusion for a more detailed 
discussion of these steps.   
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Introduction: agents of change

As digital technology permeates virtually all 
aspects of an organisation’s activity, digitisation 
initiatives even of narrow scope tend to have 
implications far beyond an individual function or 
department. Successful digital change programmes 
involve the breaking down of technology and 
organisational siloes, and the interlinkage of 
systems and processes. If the objective of such 
initiatives is ultimately to deliver better value to 
customers, the different parts of the business 
need to work in sync. Bringing about change thus 
requires some central co-ordination and guidance.

This brings into focus the role of the CFO and 
finance function in the organisation’s digital 
initiatives. Both should have visibility and reach 
into all parts of the organisation, arguably more 
than any other executive or function. By virtue of 
sitting at the right hand of the CEO, and having as 
an overriding mission the continuous improvement 
of performance, the CFO should at the very least 
be influential in setting digital strategy and seeing 
it through.

It is likewise with the broader finance department. 
In most organisations it is the repository of all 
business units’ and departments’ performance-
related data, and “keeper” of the KPIs. Can it 
grow beyond its traditional role of scorekeeper to 
become a genuine adviser to business units on 
using digital to improve their performance, and 
even to change how they operate? If so, it should 
be practicing what it is being asked to preach. 

To what extent, then, are finance teams using 
digital technology to change how they themselves 
operate? Despite differing views on how some 
aspects of the CFO’s and finance team’s roles will 
evolve, there is a consensus among our executives 
on three major points:

1.  The imperative for digitisation has created 
clear opportunities for the CFO and finance 
to demonstrate greater leadership in the 
business.

2.  Speed is of the essence: digitisation is 
compressing just about everything, including 
time-to-market and time-to-return on 
investments, as well as financial cycle times. 
Finance must gain considerable agility to be 
able to support this process.

3. The key to realising a higher-level role lies in  
 finance’s mastery of data, and particularly in 
 its ability to generate and communicate   
 insights from it.

Technology-led change can of course be difficult 
to pull off, particularly when pursued across the 
organisation and when requiring some cultural 
shifts. CFOs and finance can, however, do much 
to keep individual parts of the business focused 
on what’s achievable in an incremental, step-by-
step fashion. This is how finance teams in many 
businesses (including some of which we spoke 
with for this study) are going about their own 
digital programmes, as the scope of automation 
is gradually extended to more categories of 
activity and new platforms are rolled out to 
enable this upgrading. Finance teams’ own 
progress with digitisation can provide credibility 
for them to provide digital guidance more widely.

The devil, of course, is in the details. The chapters 
that follow explore separate aspects of the digital 
opportunities – and challenges – that CFOs and 
their teams face. Along the way we offer 
a handful of cases examining some of their 
creative solutions.
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Can the CFO lead an organisation’s efforts to 
achieve digital change? There is little question 
among the executives we interviewed for this 
study that major digital initiatives are a collective 
responsibility that should be shared by all 
members of the senior management team. 
At the same time, all believe that the CFO can 
and should play an instrumental role in these 
efforts, some maintaining that they should be 
“first among equals”.

“The CFO is in the best position of all to see 
how digitisation touches every aspect of the 
organisation” says Srikant Sastry, national 
managing principal for advisory services at 
Grant  Thornton, a US professional services firm. 
“But the entire C-suite, including the CFO and 
the chief digital and information officers, needs 
to participate in this. All must be in alignment 
about where the different digital initiatives are 
headed.” He notes that the aim of digitisation 
cannot simply be about cost reduction; it must 
also be about opening up new channels for 
customers and then pushing out new products 
and services, and reaching a broader or more 
diverse segment of customers.

A common determinant of the CFO’s influence in 
change programmes is how closely tied they are 
to commercial operations. In firms where the links 
are tight, observes John Beaumont, chief digital 
officer at Thames Water, a UK utility, “CFOs tend to 
be progressive and understand digital,” taking an 
instrumental role in driving digital change.

How that works in practice can be seen at L’Oréal, a 
global provider of beauty products headquartered 
in France. There, says James Orpen, finance 
director of the firm’s UK and Ireland consumer 
products division, finance operates closely with 
sales and often pushes the latter to understand 
how it can use digital tools more effectively for 
revenue enhancement. Company-wide digital 
initiatives are driven collectively by the senior 

management team, he says, but the CFO plays 
the integral role of ensuring that all functions are 
heading in the same direction, whether it’s making 
sure that human resources (HR) has a recruitment 
policy in place to attract talent with the right skills, 
or that the chief information officer is investing in 
the right areas. 

When it comes to digital, the CFO 

pushes every part of the business.

James Orpen, finance director, consumer products 

division, UK and Ireland, L’Oréal

 
Purveyor of best practices… 
Whether or not they are in the driver’s seat,  
CFOs are certainly being called upon to develop 
expertise in, and provide input to, the business on 
a wider variety of technology subjects than in the 
past. These include fields such as cloud computing, 
AI, machine learning, robotics, virtual networks, 
agile software development and application  
programming interfaces (APIs). More importantly, 
their knowledge must extend to how organisations 
in different sectors are using these capabilities  
to build new products, improve the customer  
experience, find new efficiencies and reduce  
time-to-market – and what factors do most to affect 
the return on investment (ROI) of such projects.

 
It is a challenge all finance leaders must meet.  
According to Jaime Saenz de Tejada, CFO  
of BBVA, a global bank based in Spain, such  
knowledge, once gained, accords the CFO an  
additional advantage: the ability to identify digital 
best practices within and outside the organisation 
and disseminate them to the business units.  
“Finance is uniquely positioned to identify those 
best practices among the different units, and we 
are also charged with analysing our rivals and 
companies in other sectors,” he explains. “This  
allows us to help business units identify their  
specific drivers of change. 

Chapter 1.  
Leadership, alignment and prioritisation
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We can then challenge them to 
ensure they have the right level 
of ambition.”

…and challenger-in-chief 
The second role, that of 
challenger, will remain a 
constant in the CFO’s job 
description, but is one that 
will be enhanced by the digital 
knowledge they need to 
amass. Martyn van Wensveen, 
principal at EY in Asia, believes 
it should not be CFOs’ task to 
come up with ideas for digital 
improvements to the business. 
They must instead challenge 
business units more effectively 
on their proposed initiatives. 
CFOs should use their newly 
developed knowledge to see 
through the hype around 
technology advances and keep 
the units focused on their core 
business objectives. 

Box I. Funding digitisation: 
finding the right balance 
The burgeoning use of cloud 
computing services has brought 
major changes to some long-
standing practices in the 
financing of technology projects. 
One change is widely viewed 
as a positive by virtually all 
enterprise stakeholders: the 
conversion of what was once 
considered capital expenditure 
(capex), such as investment 
in servers and other major 
information technology (IT) 
infrastructure, to the operating 
expenditure (opex) category. 
 

This is largely due to the 
advent of subscription and 
on-demand pricing models 
for cloud services. A related 
change, in many organisations, 
is a decentralisation of decision-
making regarding some types 
of technology spending. Sales, 
marketing, procurement and 
other departments, including 
finance itself, now routinely 
subscribe to cloud-based 
application and data services 

using their own budgets, often 
with no more than advice and 
support from IT.

Previously, recalls John 
Beaumont, chief digital officer at 
Thames Water, “if you wanted 
a new customer system or 
workforce management system, 
you would go through the 
classic business-case process 
and basically sign a cheque for 
a big new upgrade. That would 
definitely go through finance.” 
Today, he observes, front- and 
back-office departments in many 
firms often hire developers of 
their own to build and maintain 
such systems, using cloud-based 
infrastructure. “That’s gone from 
a big investment and capex 
conversation to being a line 
item in opex, with finance not 
necessarily involved.”

Avoiding fragmentation 
There are concerns in some 
places, however, about the 
negative effects that such 
decentralisation can have. A 
study of Australian companies 
published in early 2018,1 for 
example, found that roughly 
a quarter of surveyed firms 
experienced problems when 
non-IT business units purchased 
technology on their own 
account. The most common 
problems were higher costs, 
security issues and inconsistent 
technology selection. 

CFOs need to master 
the complexity of 
digitisation. The 

indicators they used to 
deal with resembled 
the dials on a Model 

T Ford, which told you 
how much petrol you 
had and how fast you 
were going. Now they 
look like they belong 
on the dashboard of 

 an A380 airliner.

Rachel Grimes, 
CFO, technology, 

transformation and 
operations, Westpac

The CFO needs 
to apply common 

sense about what is 
the business case, 
and how the firm 

earns a return on its 
investment.

 

Martyn van Wensveen,  

principal, EY Malaysia  

and ASPAC

1 Beyond disruption: How Australian 
organisations can transform and thrive 
in the digital age, Telsyte and DXC 
Technology, 2018, https://assets1.dxc.
technology/au/downloads/DXC_Beyond_
Disruption.pdf
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The authors concluded that 
while such decentralised 
spending could deliver value 
sooner, it can also hamper the 
pursuit of a cohesive digital 
strategy across the organisation.

Rachel Grimes, chief financial 
officer for technology, 
transformation and operations 
at Westpac, an Australian 
bank, believes that finance 
must maintain some oversight 
over business-unit spending 
precisely to avoid a weakening 
of the enterprise-wide digital 
strategy. “If marketing does 
one thing, sales another and 
other departments something 
different, it’s difficult,” she says.

The ability to reduce technology 
fragmentation can help 
companies to ensure the desired 
level of oversight over business 
units’ digital initiatives. Some 
companies, for example, are 
moving to consolidate the 
individual technology services 
different units have been using 
onto a single cloud platform. 
Beyond the potential to reduce 
spending, such consolidation of 
services in the cloud can also 
enable business units (including 
finance) to deploy new services 
quickly, enhancing their agility.

Finding the right balance 
between control and digital 
empowerment is complex in 
any organisation. On the whole, 
however, Mr Beaumont believes 
that the way finance teams  
think about technology spending 
needs to change. “It’s no  
longer enough just to make  
sure a business case stacks up,” 
he says.

He advocates a portfolio-type 
approach to digital investments, 
in which finance helps prioritise 
projects based on their 
perceived value to the business. 
 
Streamlining the agenda 
BBVA is seeking to achieve 
something close to this. 
According to the company’s CFO, 
Jaime Sáenz de Tejada, senior 
management is encouraging its 
business units to propose digital 
initiatives on a regular basis. 
Many involve significant upfront 
investment, but with frequent 
change in market conditions 
and other factors, projects 
often need to be reprioritised. 
The vehicle for doing that is the 
Single Development Agenda 
(SDA), which Mr Sáenz de 
Tejada describes as a “single 
portfolio of all the bank’s major 
investment projects”. He and 
other C-suite colleagues review 
the portfolio on a quarterly basis 
to decide if some projects need 
to be fast-tracked, and what 
types of investment 
reallocations are needed to 
facilitate that process.

When the SDA was introduced 
two years ago, it was meant 
to encompass digital projects 
only. “It quickly became clear 
there was a fine line between 
what was digital and what was 
not. Digital has so much impact 
on everything we do, that we 
realised the need to integrate 
the whole project management 
exercise into the SDA.” Although 
decisions to reprioritise projects 
are made collectively, the SDA 
provides BBVA’s CFO with a 
unique view of the progress of 
the bank’s digital journey.
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The key to an elevated role for the finance function 
in any business lies in its ability to provide unique 
insights to all parts of the organisation. This means 
more than monitoring a unit’s KPIs and letting 
its managers know where it’s improving and 
falling short. It also means helping units identify 
opportunities for significantly improving their 
performance – perhaps through the introduction 
of a new product or customer service, or by 
highlighting sets of internal processes that are 
ripe for automation via new technologies.

In most organisations, the finance function has 
long had the raw material to develop this advisory 
capability, in the form of the data it systematically 
collects from across the enterprise. With the use 
of advanced analytics tools, including predictive 
analytics software that incorporates machine 
learning techniques, finance can build on its data 
to help business units identify opportunities for 
change that may open up in the future, and in 
some cases take the lead in developing predictive 
models that other departments can use.

Figure I. Finance function adoption  
of advanced analytics

That, in any event, is the promise. To deliver on it, 
CFOs and finance teams need to address different 
sets of challenges. One is adapting to changing 
principles of data ownership in the business as 
digitisation advances. Another is creating the space 
and time for finance managers to master new 
analytics capabilities and hone their advisory skills. 
We address the latter challenge in a subsequent 
chapter. First, let us examine how finance is 
dealing with a “democratisation” of data.

Single source of truth no more? 
Before the era of big data, says one senior 
finance executive interviewed for the report, 
finance used to own all the enterprise’s financial 
data, which usually included operational data. 
“That has changed a lot. Now, operational data 
such as customer satisfaction mostly stays in the 
business. Every department now has very rich 
data, and far from all of it is monitored by the 
finance department.”

Many companies – along with their finance teams 
– are moving away from a centralised, command-
and-control model of data ownership. “That 
traditional approach probably isn’t going to work 
well in a modern, digitised enterprise,” maintains 

Chapter 2.  
The analytics imperative

24
%

Today 
(currently 

implemented)

Source: 2018 CFO Insights on New Technologies,  
CFO Insights and Grant Thornton, 2018; the study surveyed  

304 CFOs and other senior finance executives on their  
projected timeline for digitisation of the finance function

Within  
12 months

Within  
2 years

Within  
5 years

24
%

25
%

11
%

With machine learning,  
we are able to use credit  

analytics in a very different way.  
By combining new credit models 

with data on cost of customer 
acquisition, and on customer 
behaviour and their mobility 

patterns, our marketing function 
can target customers more 

effectively.
Tina Singh, chief digital officer,  

Mahindra Finance
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Mr Beaumont. Individual business 
units are by necessity exercising 
strong domain ownership of 
data. “The marketing function, for 
example, needs to own customer 
data, the operations function 
needs to own operational data, 
and HR needs to own employee 
data,” he says. At the same time, 
finance needs to ensure the 
continued and systematic flows 
of data which feed into financial 
metrics, profit and loss, and 
balance sheets.

Finance’s additional challenge, 
if it is to become a value-added 
provider of insights through 
analytics, is to ensure sufficient 
visibility into the operational data 
that are increasingly dispersed 
across the enterprise. 

Compliance requirements are 
likely to limit data dispersion 
in some firms. Banks and other 
financial services providers are 
examples. Rachel Grimes, CFO 
for technology, transformation 
and operations at Westpac, an 
Australian bank, believes that 
finance must remain the “single 
source of truth” in her industry. 
“Without the ability to refer back 
to a single statement or system of 
reports,” she says, “finance ends 
up doing reconciliations between 

many different data points. You 
might get the risk team taking 
data from one source and finance 
taking from another. Given that 
both report to the same regulator, 
this can be a nightmare.”

The need for speed 
Not only are finance teams 
expected to deliver unique 
insights based on data, they 
are being tasked to do so at an 
accelerated pace. According to 
Ruben Stappers, CFO of Zalora, 
an online retailer based in 
Singapore, business units are 
moving towards making decisions 
on a daily basis instead of the 
old rhythm of a monthly review. 
Mark van Rijmenam, the founder 
of Datafloq, a Netherlands-
based content platform for the 
technology industry, believes 
this is happening even faster. 
“In the past it was the norm for 
finance teams to act on business 
intelligence reports once a month 
or at most once a week,” he 
explains. “In a digitised business, 
however, analytics may generate 
insights every moment of the 
day,” he says, “so finance teams 
need to be able to act on them 
in real time.”  That, he adds, 
requires something of a culture 
change in finance.

Box II. Unicorns and 
mammoths: comparing 
experiences of digital change 
What most distinguishes the 
finance role in start-ups from 
that in large conglomerates? One 
guess might be the amount of 
resources (human and financial) 
chief financial officers (CFOs) 
have at their disposal in 
the different organisations. 
Another might be the types of 
complexity each face: the CFO 
in a multinational must deal 

with multiple business units and 
products, while the start-up CFO 
usually wears multiple hats in 
a lean structure. Jens Madrian 
thinks the biggest difference 
between these types of team 
lies in mind-set. Currently chief 
financial and commercial officer 
of Reactive Technologies, a UK-
based provider of data analytics 
to the energy industry, Mr Madrian 
previously served as CFO for a 
large European utility operating  
in the UK.

High exposure 
Digitally native companies such 
as Mr Madrian’s may not be in 
need of major change as many 
large businesses are. But there 
is a need in both to continuously 
challenge and encourage business 
units to use digital assets and 
knowledge not just to gain cost 
savings, but to improve the 
customer experience, create 
new revenue streams and break 
the status quo. Start-up CFOs 
and finance teams tend to have 
a more intuitive feel than their 
large company peers for how 
other parts of the business can 
maximise value. “Although there 
are, of course, exceptions, classic 
finance people in established 
organisations tend to see 
digitisation more as an efficiency 
play,” he says. “The best CFOs 
and their teams, regardless 
of business size, have moved 
beyond this, seeing the greater 
value potential of digitisation.”

“The degree of CFO exposure is 
the biggest difference between 
small and large business 
environments,” says Umair 
Junaid, CFO of Access Power, a 
Dubai-based energy start-up. 

As a CFO, if you 
don’t own business 

intelligence, then 
you will probably 

not have an impact 
on where decisions 

are made.
Ruben Stappers,  

CFO, Zalora
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“In a start-up like ours there are essentially no 
boundaries between units,” says Mr Junaid, who 
previously managed the “Clean Air” business unit 
at Masdar, the largest energy provider in the Gulf 
region. “I have no choice but to learn intimately 
about how the other departments are doing things. 
I can gain a full picture of any digital asset or project 
we’re trying to develop, and the problems that are 
likely to arise.”
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Ask CFOs for their biggest digitisation challenge, 
and many are likely to respond “developing 
metrics”. For all the ways companies leverage digital 
technologies, few CFOs are likely to boast that 
they have developed an adequate set of metrics to 
monitor and measure such activity for finance and 
wider business use.

Mr Orpen describes this challenge from the 
perspective of a consumer products company: 
“We’re seeing a big shift [in advertising] from 
traditional TV into social media and that is a big 
challenge for finance. It’s very easy to do an ROI 
analysis on our traditional marketing investments, 
but very, very difficult to start to do when the 
consumer journey is entirely online. This is 
something we’re just starting to come to grips with.”

Among the trickier issues finance teams have to 
deal with is payback periods for digital investments. 
Many of the methods involved in determining 
ROI are the same for digital as for traditional 
investments, according to Surya Subramanian, 
CFO of Emirates NBD, a Dubai-based bank. A 
new factor involved with digital, however, is rapid 
technological obsolescence. “Five years can be a 
normal payback period for traditional investments,” 
he says, “but in the digital world, if you wait five 
years the technology you’re investing in is likely to 
be obsolete. Payback for most digital investments 
probably needs to be one or two years.” 
That, of course, challenges the business unit 
to begin generating value from the investment 
extremely quickly. 
 
The value of data 
Finance teams are also struggling with determining 
the balance sheet value of the data they hold. 
“Some banks earn millions of dollars a year from 
their credit card customers’ transaction data,” says 

Ms Grimes, “yet there is nothing on their balance 
sheets. Just storing such data represents a huge cost 
to companies. It’s the most valuable asset we have, 
but it’s not yet capitalised.” 

[Data is] the most valuable 
asset we have, but it’s not yet 
capitalised.

Rachel Grimes, CFO, technology, transformation 

and operations, Westpac

The expanding use of analytics, APIs and machine 
learning – particularly if they are being used to 
create new revenue streams – is also challenging 
finance teams to establish the value of their 
companies’ algorithms. Mr van Rijmenam points 
out that this is not only for balance sheet purposes, 
as algorithms are increasingly coming under the 
scrutiny of regulators. “How do you audit your 
algorithms to ensure that they work as they’re 
intended to, and that they’re reviewed frequently? 
And how do you provide that information to the 
regulators?” These are all matters that need to be 
thought through by the finance team in a data-
driven organisation, he says.

 
An additional challenge faced by many finance 
teams is measuring the transition from legacy 
systems to modernised digital infrastructure. 

Chapter 3.  
Measuring digital

Only 12% of CFOs strongly agree that they have an 
effective system for measuring financial KPIs associated 

with technology (Source: 2018 CFO Insights on New 
Technologies, CFO Insights and Grant Thornton, 2018)

How do you measure customer 
goodwill in a world where social 

media sways opinion very quickly?
Surya Subramanian, 
CFO, Emirates NBD
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According to Mr Sastry, the 
sunk cost in legacy systems is 
preventing many firms from 
investing in technologies such  
as advanced analytics. 

CFOs at these firms, he says, 
need to develop measures 
demonstrating how they’ve 
been able to reduce spending 
on existing systems and reinvest 
the funds in newer technologies 
and platforms, and how the latter 
will generate greater revenue 
and higher margins. “This also 
requires some political nous on 
the CFO’s part,” adds Mr Sastry, 
“as constituencies are likely to 
have built up within IT 
over the years around the 
existing infrastructure.”

Box III. DBS’s novel experiment 
DBS, Singapore’s largest 
banks, has sought to highlight 
its digital progress with the 
analyst community. Analysts 
communicated to the bank’s 
senior management that they 
were struggling to attribute a 
higher valuation to its digitisation 
effort because they were unable 
to see a clear link to the profit 
and loss (P&L). According to Sok 
Hui Chng, the bank’s CFO: “The 
analysts refused to give credence 
to statements on operating 
metrics which were interesting 
to them but could not be clearly 
attributed to digitisation.” Both to 
help its own senior management 
measure the bank’s progress 
with digitisation and to address 
analysts’ questions, the finance 
team led the development of a 
“digital value capture model”. 
Built over the course of three 
years, the model was unveiled at 
DBS’s investor day in November 
2017.  The model helps the bank 

explain its P&L in digital terms, 
with P&Ls that relate to its digital 
and traditional (non-digital) 
customers. According to Ms Chng, 
the model applies to the bank’s 
consumer banking and small 
and medium-size enterprise 
segments in its Singapore and 
Hong Kong markets. These 
accounted for 44% of overall 
revenue in 2017 and are where 
digitisation has been most rapid. 
 
The finance team used three 
behavioural criteria to identify its 
digital customers. A customer is 
considered digital if they buy a 
product using digital channels, 
or use these for more than 50% 
of financial transactions (such as 
funds transfers) or non-financial 
transactions (such as setting up 
new payees) over a rolling 12 
months. “If a customer does not 
repeat the same behaviour over 
the next rolling 12 month period, 
he or she drops out of the digital 
category,” she adds. 
 
Ms Chng points out that many 
of the bank’s digital customers 
still use ATMs or visit physical 
branches to conduct some of 
their banking. But all income 
and expenses associated with 
the products they use, whether 
digital or brick-and-mortar, and 
the associated overheads, are 
attributed to the digital segment 
to produce its P&L. The reverse 
is true for traditional customers, 
even if their products and services 
are accessed via digital means. 
 
Sharing lessons 
The methodology for valuing 
digital business is not perfect, 
Ms Chng acknowledges, but 
she also believes it is unique, at 
least among banks. Investment 

analysts, she says, have asked 
other banks to try to assign values 
to their digital lines of businesses 
in similar ways. She has also 
received invitations from other 
companies, particularly in retail 
and fast-moving consumer goods, 
to visit and explain the model’s 
methodology. “It’s more than just 
estimating a share of the income 
and then creating a story around 
it,” she says. “The figures in the 
digital P&L are fully reconciled 
to all our books and records.” 
 
Ultimately, the most important 
users of the digital value capture 
model, says Ms Chng, are the 
bank’s senior executives and its 
business unit heads. “Driving 
our digitisation agenda became 
significantly easier once they 
could link the operational and 
financial data, and track the 
financial returns of digitisation,” 
she says. “The objective is to 
achieve full alignment on the 
bank’s digital agenda, from the 
board and senior management on 
down to the business line, product 
line and country.”
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Getting help from the business 
Developing new financial and other metrics for 
digitisation is a large and complex task that is likely 
to stretch the resources of any finance team, which 
will often need help from business units. “When 
we didn’t have so much data, marketing teams 
and commercial teams used to get away with not 
understanding the ROI of something,” explains 
Mr Orpen. “But now there is so much more data, 
and so many more transactions taking place.” 

In many organisations, finance can no longer take 
the lead in this effort, believes Mr Orpen. Instead 
it has to get the rest of the business to look at 
measurement more closely. “Finance certainly 
needs to provide the tools to enable business 
units to do this, but it also needs to teach the 
business how to interpret their own data,” he says. 
 
Before embarking on an effort to develop new 
digital metrics, conducting a thorough review of 
existing ones is advisable. Finance has been guilty 
in the past of overdoing it with metrics, says Jamie 
Lyon, a portfolio analyst with the Association of 
Chartered Certified Accountants. “KPIs are 
classically over reported in organisations,” he 
observes, “and digitisation clearly creates the need 
for new, more relevant ones.”

As digital initiatives unfold, the first thing that should 
happen is a wholesale review of how fit-for-purpose 
the existing metrics are, he says. CFOs can then 
encourage the business to produce fewer, but more 
relevant, measurements.

Most organisations are 
probably measuring one or
two per cent of the things 

they are doing because they 
haven’t got the capacity to 
be able to measure more. 

 
James Orpen, finance director, consumer 

products division, UK and Ireland, L’Oréal
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Chapter 4.  
Building credibility, showing the way

Building a finance team with the capability to 
provide insights and high-value guidance to 
business units on their digital initiatives is a 
relatively new endeavour. This in turn requires 
that finance create the room for team members to 
master such advisory roles. The function itself must 
undergo a considerable degree of digitisation itself 
to enable this.

What’s holding finance teams back in many 
organisations is the burden of executing a large 
number of basic transactions manually. “You 
want your finance people adding value to the 
business as a matter of course,” says Edward 
Brooks, founder of The RPA Academy, a US-based 
corporate training provider. “Their excuse for being 
unable to do so is usually that they’re tied down 
with executing transactional processes.”

Automation gathers momentum 
CFOs generally recognise this dilemma, and many 
are pursuing large-scale automation initiatives to 
minimise or eliminate the manual execution of 
the most repetitive transactions, including invoice 
processing, accounts payable and receivable, 
query handling, and cash reconciliation. A study 
published in 2018 by Capgemini, an IT services 
firm, found that half of the companies in its survey 
had completely or mostly automated a number of 
processes in several categories.

Figure II. Share of survey respondents who say 
selected processes in key categories are fully 
or nearly fully automated today

The benefits, according to one finance executive, are 
not just in speed and freeing up time for other tasks, 
but also reducing error rates and, of course, cutting 
costs. “We start with the most routine processes 
where there has been a lot of manual handling, such 
as bookkeeping and invoicing.”

Most of the finance 
function is still 
struggling with 

day-to-day operations, 
such as the closing of 
books. The whole idea 

of closing books is 
nonsense if you have 
good technology in 

place. 
 

Martyn van Wensveen, 
 principal, 

EY Malaysia and ASPAC

Source: Reimagining finance for the digital age: 
How the application of intelligent automation is 

transforming the finance function, Capgemini, 2018; 
chart data is from a survey of 500 and senior finance 

executives in North America and Europe
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There are other benefits to be gained from 
automating. Mr Brooks points to the additional data 
that teams can uncover when errors are eliminated. 
“If you’re passing information from one system to 
another manually,” he says, “you’re losing bits of 
the story at every stage. But if you automate the 
processes, suddenly you’ve got all the data right 
from the beginning of the transaction. Perhaps you 
can then combine it with insights into, say, customer 
buying habits or supplier performance. That makes 
for a potentially more robust finance function.” 

Everyone – customers above all 
– wants everything faster and 
cheaper. This puts pressure on the 
entire business, and finance is no 
exception. We must digitise and 
automate to be able to do things 
differently. 
Bhavesh Shah, senior vice-president, finance,  

Johnson & Johnson 

 
The road to cognitive 
The use of technologies such as RPA is also a 
stepping stone on the road to adoption of 
advanced cognitive technologies based on 
machine learning and AI. Some companies are 
experimenting today with AI-based automation. 
 
One is Johnson & Johnson, a consumer products 
multinational, which has started using AI to 
automate report writing, according to Bhavesh 
Shah, the firm’s senior vice-president for finance. 
 

Recent research suggests that small numbers of 
finance teams are investing in these technology  
capabilities today but that the numbers should  
expand gradually over the next three to five years 
(see figure III). As these technologies gain traction, 
CFOs and finance staff should have the opportunity 
to offer more valuable insights to the business units. 
“The really big wins will come,” according to 
Mr Orpen, “when you can roll out AI and start to 
incorporate third-party data from different sources 
to really understand your consumers and their 
behaviours better.” 
 
Can finance take the lead in the business in piloting 
and deploying such technologies? Our interviewees 
are divided on that prospect when it comes to AI, 
but many believe other parts of the organisation will 
have much to learn from finance in the use of RPA 
as well as predictive analytics and distributed ledger 
technology, or blockchain. “Once we master some of 
these technologies ourselves and are able to provide 
insights,” says Ms Grimes, “the rest of the business 
will think, ‘Wow, if finance can do that for me, how 
can I do the same for my external customers?’”

Automation is a lot more
than cutting costs and 
improving compliance.

Edward Brooks, 
founder, The RPA Academy
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Box IV. Mobile finance with a 
twist: digitising collection and 
KYC in rural India. Providing 
financial services to over 4m 
customers in 400,000 villages 
across rural India naturally 
involves the mobilisation of 
substantial human and physical 
resources. Mahindra Finance 
operates 1,400 physical branches 
and employs 22,000 staff in its 
rural operations. Its sprawling 
presence poses numerous 
connectivity, manpower and 
language2 challenges, according 
to V Ravi, the firm’s CFO. To help it 
cope with these while supporting 
continued growth – it aims 
eventually to reach all 600,000 
of the country’s villages, says Mr 
Ravi – the firm has been investing 
in upgrading its IT and data 
infrastructure. A major component 
of this effort has been to digitise 
what have been largely manual 
collections and know-your-
customer3 (KYC) processes.

Many of Mahindra Finance’s 
22,000 employees are described 
by Mr Ravi as “feet on the street” 
– branch-based staff who also 
travel far afield to provide services 
to customers who find it difficult 
to travel into a branch. “If these 
customers have to go into the 
branch they’ll lose a day’s wages,” 
he explains. “Their earnings and 
their expenditure are in cash, so 
there is no incentive for them 
to visit a branch, even though 
they have opened an account.” 
To help capture transactions 
and all the associated data the 
company needs – partly to meet 
KYC requirements – it is equipping 
its employees with hand-held 
biometric devices with which 
they can accept payments from 
customers and register KYC data 
during their periodic visits. 
 

The devices are meant to provide 
mobile access with a twist: they 
are Wi-Fi-enabled but are able 
to work offline as well as online, 
a necessary feature given the 
severe bandwidth limitations in 
many outlying villages. Using 
the gadget, a sales or collection 
agent can accept the customer’s 
payment, count the cash 
denomination and enter other 
customer data. Once online, 
this information is updated 
in a server at the company’s 
Mumbai headquarters, which 
immediately sends a receipt to 
the customer’s registered mobile 
number by SMS. The customer 
can also view their balance on 
the agent’s device. “Very soon,” 
says Mr Ravi, “we will be able to 
service the entire loan lifecycle 
of the customer from enquiry, 
acquisition to collection and until 
loan maturity through 
these devices.”
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Source: 2018 CFO Insights on New Technologies, CFO Insights and Grant Thornton, 2018

Figure III. Finance adoption of new technologies

2 Twenty-two major languages, and several more minor ones, are spoken throughout India. 3 The Reserve Bank of India introduced 
KYC guidelines for the country’s banks in 2002. Introduced in many countries at around the same time, they are designed to verify 
customers’ identity and help prevent money laundering and fraud.
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Conclusion:  
Masters of agility

“Agile practices”, a methodology developed early this century to guide software development, is now 
being applied in business fields outside of technology. Its core principles revolve around self-organisation 
(as distinct from micro-management), breaking down boundaries between teams, collaboration with 
external and internal customers, and responsiveness to change. Many CFOs, including some interviewed 
for this study, are seeking to embed such principles into their teams. If successful, they would be well on 
the way to becoming “insight masters” in their organisations, capable of driving, and not just participating 
in, key aspects of digital change.

There is no universal playbook for modernising the finance function to meet the demands of the digital 
business. Our study, however, points to a handful of steps that CFOs can take to prepare their teams for 
the journey. 

It is worth keeping in mind the sentiment expressed by several of the experts we interviewed for this 
study: digitisation changes neither the fundamental responsibilities of the CFO and finance team, 
nor the core principles that guide their work. Attention to governance, business risk and financial 
performance remain the CFO’s overriding duties. Investments must always have a business case 
behind them, their expenditure justified by the anticipated benefits. 

• Review your metrics, then experiment. 
Developing financial and non-financial metrics 
to measure digital operations and assets is 
critical to an enhanced finance role in the 
business, but is proving a challenge for CFOs. 
A useful first step is to review existing KPIs 
to ensure they remain fit for purpose, before 
adding new ones to the mix.

• Create an automation roadmap. The potential 
gains in speed, efficiency and accuracy should 
by themselves make finance automation a 
priority. More importantly, it will free staff from 
executing transactional processes and provide 
time to focus on higher-value advisory work.

• Study, study, study. CFOs now have no choice 
but to build some knowledge of emerging 
technologies that not only offer the potential 
to improve their own work, but that could also 
be disruptive in adjacent markets. Today the 
list includes AI, machine learning, blockchain, 
robotics and other technologies, in addition 
to those specific to their industry. Newer 
technologies will join the list tomorrow, 
requiring continuous learning.

• Scan the horizons. Organisations far and 
wide are experimenting with and piloting 
such new metrics themselves. CFOs or 
dedicated staff within finance should be 
systematically benchmarking such practices 
within and outside their industries. 
Digital start-ups are likely to offer some 
unorthodox but potentially useful examples.

• Accept some democratisation of data. In many 
firms, business units have already amassed large 
troves of data and are asserting custodianship 
over it. This is not likely to be reversed, but 
finance must ensure its own visibility over such 
data if it is to generate the types of insights that 
come from combining different (financial and 
non-financial) data types.

• Broadcast your digital prowess. Many finance 
teams are moving ahead to deploy automation 
technologies and advanced analytics tools, in 
some cases ahead of other business units. The 
latter can benefit from finance’s experience with 
these deployments. This type of interaction can 
also help to build respect for finance’s digital 
expertise and capabilities.



20The new bridge-builders: CFOs and finance reshaping the digital business

Likewise, finance staff are being challenged to 
develop new skills, but process, discipline, 
attention to detail and planning remain the 
hallmarks of effective finance professionals.

Digitisation, however, is giving finance executives 
new tools and creating opportunities for 
improvement they never had before. Like every 
other part of the business, they must master these 
tools and grasp these opportunities. They can be 
certain their competitors – both for their own jobs 
as well as for market dominance in their 
industry – are striving to do the same.
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