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Data, data everywhere… 

• Most of us have data, but… 
– We have too much data

– We have the wrong kind of data

– We have incomplete data
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What do you do with data?

Resist the tendency to dig deep to try to reconcile to the last dollar, or 
penny, or unit… 

…If your business has a small level of complexity, then this will be a time 
consuming exercise that will be largely fruitless
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Now really, what do you do?

Get comfortable with the data; understand where the data comes from 
and what the challenges are

Analyze and get outside validation – use external resources, other 
people, benchmarks, etc.

Start making recommendations based on what you are comfortable with
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Get comfortable with the data

Get comfortable with the data; understand where the data comes from 
and what the challenges are

• If somebody asks, can you tell them the data flow

• Nobody is ever 100% sure about data quality, but are you 50%, 75%, 
95%? 
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What do you do with data?

What will happen next? 

What’s going on now?

Why did it happen?

What happened?
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Where Finance 
often focuses

Where finance 
should focus
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Know why you’re answering questions

• Who are your customers, and how do you target them?

• Are you recommending something that will make life better for your 
customers, or for you?

• How will you know when you’ve succeeded?
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Now really, what do you do?

Get comfortable with the data; understand where the data comes from 
and what the challenges are

Analyze and get outside validation – use external resources, other 
people, benchmarks, etc.

Start making recommendations based on what you are comfortable with
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Turning data into insights

• Analyze the data 
& get insights
– Create visuals

– Apply statistics

– Have fun

• Figure out what 
you’re trying to 
solve

o Know why you’re 
asking the question

o Hypothesis-driven

o Data-driven

• Get cross-
functional 
buy-in

o Scope

o Timing

o Owners

• Gather data 
from multiple 
perspectives

o Stories

o Balance 
details with 
big picture
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Ways to analyze data

Groupings Statistics Graphs

• Lists
• Venn diagrams

• Correlations
• Trends

• Bar charts
• Line graphs
• Area charts
• Merimekko

charts
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Ideas for data manipulation - Grouping

Groupings- show how groups of data relate to each other 

Groupings most useful when you:
• need ideas on organizing principles or 

frameworks
• need to brainstorm new ideas
• need to sort out complex dependencies or 

overlaps
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Ideas for data manipulation - Statistics

Statistics – show correlations and trends

Statistics most useful when you:
• have a clear hypothesis
• have a lot of data
• need a predictive answer
• need to normalize for variations



13

Ideas for data manipulation - Graphs

Graphs– illustrate data to give another perspective

Merimekko charts most 
useful when you:
• have 3 dimensions
• have a dimension 

that shows mix 
percentages

Bubble charts most 
useful when you:
• have 3 dimensions
• are trying to 

quadrant or segment 
data

Bar charts most useful 
you:
• need to show simple 

trends
• need to make 

absolute comparisons
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Validate hypothesis through other sources

Analyze and validate –external resources, other people, benchmarks, etc.

– Finance people are conservative
• Being the first to do anything can be scary, so it’s nice to know that somebody else is doing it
• Ask your internal finance team to confirm or deny your ideas
• Talk to your internal business partners (not necessarily the decision makers, but the people who 

would have to act)

– Use external resources to validate
• Look for white papers
• Reach out to external contacts

– Use internal resources to validate
• Can you replicate from other business areas
• Are you able to cross-validate at least one point through another data source



15

Now finally, what do you do?

Get comfortable with the data; understand where the data is coming 
from and what the challenges are

Analyze and get outside validation – use external resources, other 
people, benchmarks, etc.

Start making recommendations based on what you are comfortable with
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Start making recommendations

Get comfortable with the data; 
understand where the data is coming 
from and what the challenges are

Analyze and get outside validation –
use external resources, other people, 
benchmarks, etc.

Start making recommendations 
based on what you are comfortable 
with – JUMP IN!
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Communication and visuals

• Visuals can help tell the story

• Confidence in your data and knowing when the potholes are will help translate 
the data into insights

• Remember that not all people like numbers – in fact, most don’t, so get used 
to communicating in other ways
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Craft your story to the audience

• Your approach should change depending on your audience
– Depending on the complexity of the data you may have to make multiple 

presentations

– Craft as many as are necessary, and don’t short-cut this process

• Enlist other people to help spread the word

• Talk to people off-line so that you’ll get their support in a formal setting
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Storytelling approach

Close Relationship

• You’ve worked 
together for a 
while and can 
anticipate how 
well or how 
poorly the person 
will take what 
may be construed 
as criticism

Working 
Relationship

• You work well 
with the person, 
but are not sure 
how well they 
will take any new 
ideas coming 
from you outside 
of your standard 
“Finance” roll

Strained 
Relationship

• While civil, you’re 
not really on 
great terms… any 
suggestions may 
be translated as a 
hostile gesture 
rather than a 
helpful gesture

How you tell your story depends on your relationship
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If you have a close relationship

Start making recommendations based on what you are comfortable with

• Share things out in a straightforward manner

• Have a point of view, but it can be a dialogue

• Make sure that the person is aware of any holes in your data…



21

If you have a working relationship

Fully flesh out your idea

• Create a presentation with the data being up-front and center

• Have a neutral party review it before your talk to your business partner

• Make sure one your supervisor reviews before you take it to the 
streets… and is aware of what recommendations you’re making

• Make sure the other person is aware of any holes in your data…
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If you have a strained relationship

Hey, it’s all their idea!

• Share things out in a way that presents the data as more neutral

• Have your own perspective, but don’t bang them over the head with it

• It may take a while before an idea is accepted, with iterations and 
various reviews of data

• Make sure that the person is aware of any holes in your data…
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In any scenario be ready for rejection
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This all sounds good… 

… so let’s see it in action

Data: Expenses are being incorrectly coded, causing financial analysts to spend up to two days 
a month doing rework

Analysis: 40% of Purchase Orders were for small dollar amounts

Findings: Many approvals were being rerouted to Administrative Assistants due to the sheer 
number

Impact: Have Accounting issue P-cards for at least one person in each department and train 
that person to reduce errors and cycle time through the Accounts Payable department
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Not so fast

• Sounds like something that should have been easy to push through

• Found that the reason people weren’t using p-cards is because Accounting 
wasn’t able to issue more
– Difficult process to issue

– Hard to get people to turn in expenses due to manual process (emails directly to 
one person with receipts attached)

• Led to another project to get p-card expenses processed electronically

Data can lead to more questions, 
But also more solutions
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Ideas are easy

Getting anyone to act is the hard part

If you don’t succeed the first time

Keep your data handy, if it’s an issue worth resolving, it 
will come up again

Try not to get frustrated

Change is hard for everyone
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Q&A


