
HORVÁTH 
DIRECTIONS

02   2018www.horvath-partners.com magazine by Horváth & Partners

PUBLICATION DETAILS   

Publisher: Horváth AG, Phoenixbau, Königstr. 5,  

70173 Stuttgart, Germany +49 711 66919-0 

Person responsible for compliance with publication law:  

Dr. Michael Kieninger  

Project management: Caroline Müller and Oliver Weber

Layout & production: Beaufort 8 GmbH 

Editing: Publik. Agentur für Kommunikation GmbH  

Editorial support: Raphaela Reber 

Copyright: ©2018 Horváth & Partners  Reprinting and  

use only with permission  

Contact: magazin@horvath-partners.com,  

+49 711 66919-3301 

Note: Editorial contributions do not necessarily  

reflect the opinion of the publisher.    

Image credits: Michael Jungblut, OGphoto  Getty Images,  

Spike Mafford  Getty Images, Adalberto Rios Szalay  Sexto Sol  

Getty Images, Peggy Heidan  EyeEm  Getty Images, Gareth  

Hayman  EyeEm  Getty Images, Mike Hill  Getty Images,  

Dove Lee  Getty Images, Monty Rakusen  Getty Images, d3sign   

Getty Images, bodym  iStock.com, Cecilie_Arcurs  iStock.com,  

Philip Lange  Shutterstock.com 

T R A N S F O R M A T I O N  I N  T H E  
F I N A N C E  F U N C T I O N

Three routes into the digital future
Page 6

Turbo-charging better decisions
Page 21

Charting the course now
Page 16

C H A N G I N G  S Y S T E M 
T O  S A P  S 4 H A N A

B U S I N E S S  
A N A L Y T I C S

MAGAZINE  FOR  P IONEERING 
CORPORATE  PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT 
AND PERFORMANCE OPT IMIZAT ION

F O C U S

http://www.horvath-partners.com/magazine


CONTENTSEDITORIAL

Under the label of „Finance Transformation“, the digitization wave is now also streaming through the CFO 
area. Numerous examples demonstrate the potential for finance organizations, while also demonstrating 
the diversity of possible approaches. Some companies are, however, struggling to identify the right path to 
take towards their digital future and how to implement it consistently. This results in creeping disillusion 
with the progress achieved. There are many reasons for this. In our experience, the depth and breadth of 
the transformation are often underestimated. Digitization projects only yield their full returns if the new 
technologies are used to fundamentally change existing working practices, processes, methods and struc-
tures. One of the biggest challenges of digital transformation is to get employees on board. If individual 
digitization projects are taken in isolation, the effort required to make the necessary changes in the finance 
department may not appear worth the benefits of the project involved. At this time, a vision of the digital 
CFO organi zation can reveal the big picture and the strategic path, allowing individual projects to be better 
positioned within the finance transformation. 

This issue of Horváth Directions describes different routes into the digital age. For example, the CFO organi-
zation at Deutsche Bahn is combining a holistic approach with specific digitization projects. In his inter - 
view, the head of the group-wide ”FINANCE 4 DB“ program, Wolfgang Heinrichs, describes how the group 
dealt with this issue. The finance area at Innogy, on the other hand, is using the implementation of  
SAP S 4HANA as leverage for digitization, whereas Thüga is automating planning and steering using  
advanced analytics. At E.ON, semantic analysis and machine learning have earned their place in risk  
management. These insights and other suggestions for your finance transformation can of course also  
be found in digital form at www.horvath-partners.com magazine.

Happy reading!
Best regards,

 

 
Dr. Michael Kieninger
CEO, Horváth AG 
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In the “Best of Consulting 2018” competition held by the “Wirtschaftswoche” 
business magazine, Horváth & Partners once again received an award for excellent 

project work. Our management consultancy firm is therefore entitled to display the 
“Best of Consulting Project Excellence” seal of quality for yet another year. The award 

went to a project in the Supply Chain Management category for the BMW Group and 
its supplier ZF Friedrichshafen AG. For Horváth & Partners, this is now the eighth “Best 

of Consulting” award we have won in this competition, which started in 2010. 

For the fourth time since 2005, this year our management consultancy also received the 
“TOP 100” seal, making it once again one of the most innovative companies in the private-

ly-owned medium-size company sector in Germany. Horváth & Partners were particularly 
impressive in the “Successful Innovation” and “Innovative Climate” categories. When develop-

ing innovative customer solutions, the focus is increasingly on the use of digital technologies 
to add value. Internally an “Innovation Committee” coordinates the development of new digital 

approaches to corporate performance management and performance optimization. 

PINBOARD

 Excellence in project work   
 and successful innovation

 Two quality seals for Horváth & Partners

 Horváth & Partners contributes three new publications to management 
literature. In the strategy book “Touchdown. Wie Unternehmen unschlag - 

bar werden” (how companies become unbeatable), Dr. Oliver Greiner, a 
partner at Horváth & Partners, explains the tools that companies use to 

position themselves as leaders in their markets. Because anyone who wants 
to keep moving forwards and be successful in the midst of ever more radical 

changes in the market, needs to be different to and at the same time better 
than their competitors. 

Murmann Publishers, 2018, ISBN: 978-3867746090

In addition, two milestone works on controlling are now also available in Chinese. 
Thanks to Prof. Wang Xuyi at Tongji University in Shanghai, an accurate translation 

was completed of the successful books “Controlling” and “The Controlling Concept” 
by Prof. Péter Horváth and other experts in controlling at Horváth & Partners. If you 

are interested, please contact Christina Seez (CSeez@horvath-partners.com).

 Strategic guidelines  
and controlling standards 

New Publications

 Forum for digital corporate performance 
management in Düsseldorf

 Creating added value 
from new opportunities

 Advanced analytics, machine learning, big data and artificial intelligence 
enable innovative forms of corporate performance management. These 

will be the focus of the Digital Corporate Performance Management Forum 
in Düsseldorf on 21 March 2019. Professionals and senior managers from 

the CFO area will gain insights here from the lectures and workshops into in-
novative solutions and best practices within and beyond their own roles and 

sectors. Speakers are drawn from companies such as Bayer, Deutsche Bahn 
and Innogy. The focus of the conference is on the real added value delivered 

by digital options for corporate performance management. In addition, the event 
provides a platform for discussion with other experts and exposure to sugges-

tions and inspiration for your own work. 

  More information about the awards can be found at 
 www.top100-germany.com
and www.horvath-partners.com best-of-consulting-2018

The Péter Horváth Foundation has awarded the Green Controlling Prize for 
2018 to AIDA Cruises. The prize, worth EUR 10,000 which recognizes the 

cruise company’s “Green Cruising” project, was awarded at the 32nd Stuttgart 
Controlling & Management Forum. Since 2011, in collaboration with the Inter-

national Controllers Association (ICV), the award has been used to promote  
innovative controlling solutions to design and manage ecological strategies, pro-

grams, projects and measures in companies and public institutions.

  More information  
 at www.icv-controlling.com > The Association >  
Awards > Green Controlling Award

 More about current projects at Deutsche Bahn and  
Innogy on pages 12 and 19 of this magazine.

        AIDA Cruises receives  
   Green Controlling Award

   Sustainability in Corporate Performance Management
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TRANSFORMATION IN THE FINANCE FUNCTION

Digital transformation is changing the CFO organization – and the whole 

company can benefit from this. Thanks to smarter technologies, the  

CFO and his/her team can not just work much more efficiently, but can 

also gain significantly better insights to take better management  

decisions that are critical to success. There are three routes you can take 

to move into this new age.

THREE ROUTES 
INTO 

THE DIGITAL 
FUTURE

76



he wave of digitization has swept into the  
finance department at full force. Unlike even 
two years ago, when the issue was a minor 
one for most CFOs, it is now right at the top 
of their agenda: According to the current CFO 

study carried out by Horváth & Partners, two thirds of compa-
nies in German-speaking countries have launched initiatives to 
increase digitization in the finance area. Nobody doubts any 
longer that there is a fundamental need for action.  
 
CFOS ARE BEING SWEPT ALONG
 
There are a number of reasons for this change in attitude. There 
are today not just a whole series of performant new technologies 
available, such as robotic process automation (RPA), cognitive 
computing and advanced analytics, but digital transformation 
is now playing an increasing role both in public life and inside 
your own company. Finance directors and managers no longer 
want nor are able to lag behind the already advanced digitiza-
tion of core processes in the value chain. Manufacturing compa-
nies, for example, have already automated production to a large 
extent, under the watchwords “Industry 4.0” and the “Internet 
of Things (IoT)”. This is placing pressure on CFOs to catch up. 

For the more than 200 CFOs from Germany, Austria and Switzer-
land that Horváth & Partners surveyed for the 2018 CFO Study 
(see pages 14 and 15), the search for efficiency is one of the 
trends that continues to be a prime driver for their transforma-
tion. Initial experiences show that digital tools can deliver quite 
significant savings, especially in data management and transac-
tion processing. 

The impetus for a “finance transformation” often comes from ini-
tiatives in other areas of the company which throw up cross-de-
partmental organizational issues. For example, you may be 
trying to set up an Analytics Competence Center, because mar-
keting wants to attract new customers using modern analytical 
tools. Or you need to clarify who is responsible for the operation 
and governance of a company-wide data platform.

CREATING ADDED VALUE IN A NEW ROLE
 
Focusing solely on an efficient financial factory falls short of the 
mark. To fully benefit from digitization, the finance function has 
to reposition itself. It needs to define its future role within the 
company, what its core competences are, and what tasks it han-
dles. If the right course is charted now, digital transformation 
will offer many opportunities to the CFO and his her team. 

New technologies such as analytics and cognitive computing, 
which evaluate massive volumes of data from a wide variety of 
sources in seconds, and can simulate a variety of developments, 
provide CFOs and decision-makers in other departments the 
management information they need at the push of a button. It 
is also much more accurate and informative than was previously 
the case. When combined with modern collaborative tools, then 
managers can take decisions more rapidly and based on better 
information – which significantly increases the overall perfor-
mance of the business. The finance function takes a much more 
dynamic approach and creates a basis for efficient and proactive 
corporate performance management. 

OPPORTUNITIES AND RISKS ON-SCREEN  

In a digital management system like this, active management of 
opportunities and risks plays a key role. Because you can only 
work proactively when you identify all the opportunities and 
risks for the whole organization at an early stage. Risk man-
agement must not be limited to compliance issues. Companies 
that can exploit the potential of the huge data volumes that 
digitization makes available to them will gain the competitive 
advantage. For example, the so-called Business Radar tool from 
Horváth & Partners can help, as an intelligent management 
tool, to unearth these gems. It provides companies, in real-time 
and tailored to each company, with a structured view of their 
full business environment – from public opinion and trends, to 
patent registrations and treasury risks. Energy provider E.ON is 
currently testing this tool for its strategic corporate performance 
management (see page 27).

When the finance organization makes intelligent use of new dig-
ital tools and methods, all departments across the company will 
benefit. The CFO has an opportunity here to more strongly posi-
tion him herself and his her team as a business partner, advising 
both management and other departments from procurement to 
sales, based on more wide-ranging, improved insights. This also 
renders the governance role of the finance function more valu-
able. A digitalized company is required to share uniform systems,  

TRANSFORMATION IN THE FINANCE FUNCTION

T

standards, methods and guidelines in order to set up and success - 
fully run the necessary data platforms.

THREE ROUTES TO THE GOAL
 
As the head of the Planning Business Segment, Michael Kappes, 
a partner at Horváth & Partners, coaches many digitization proj-
ects in the CFO area. “There is no single, right route to a digital 
finance organization. Companies can choose different routes 
to get there, depending on their culture and individual require-
ments and goals,” he says. 

Digital transformation offers 
CFOs and their teams  

the opportunity to create  
strategic added value for  

the entire company.

We see three approaches: The first starts from a digital finance 
strategy, the second enhances the base data and its associated 
transactional processes, and the third develops detailed proto-
types for specific digital applications. “We can see from our 
consulting work, that the three approaches are almost equally 
common. Each has its pros and cons,” stresses Michael Kappes. 
“Companies often combine different approaches.”
    

5 New skills 
Statistical expertise and comprehensive knowledge 
of functional steering are a core part of the job skills 
profile in the finance area

5 FEATURES  
OF A DIGITAL FINANCIAL ORGANISATION

TRANSFORMATION IN THE FINANCE FUNCTION

1 Proactive,  
dynamic management  
Comprehensive future orientation  
at high speed 2 Inclusive approach 

Integrated functional and financial steering  
processes based on shared platforms

3 Efficient organization 
A high level of automation allows  
you to focus on critical issues

4 Changed roles 
Heavy focus on “business partnering” and  
“governance”    development of methodologies

98



HARMONIZING DATA AND PROCESSES

The second main approach to digitization, of starting by optimiz-
ing the data and transactional processes, tackles a core problem 
for many organizations. In the current CFO Study by Horváth & 
Partners, half of all CFOs – so 20 percent more than last year – 
complain about the fragmented, disjointed IT landscape in their 
company. It not only slows down processes, but adversely affects 
company decisions that must be based on consistent and valid  
information. Central business platforms can help here. Many 
companies are therefore installing SAP S 4HANA, an ERP suite 
that processes very large data volumes in real-time thanks to its 
in-memory technology and provides consistent data across the 

company.

This creates the preconditions for pro-
active forecasting for corporate perfor-
mance management in a fairly easy to 
calculate manner and it provides huge 

benefits regardless of any further digitization projects. On the oth-
er hand, this approach is often tedious and expensive – projects 
of this kind can take up to three years. Therefore it tends to be 
larger companies who opt for this approach, such as Innogy (see 
page 19) or Bayer. The life sciences conglomerate transformed 
its finance organization under a project called “Data.One”,  

using integrated data, systems and processes to make it ready for  
upcoming digitization.

A DIGITAL PROTOTYPE AS A TEST-BED

Using digital prototypes for special applications, companies can 
achieve tangible results rapidly and with easily defined costs. 
Usually individual analytics scenarios are addressed in pilot proj-
ects like this. The energy provider Thüga, for example, developed 
a successful pilot for automated sales planning (see page 24). 
This kind of prototype can normally be implemented within a 
few months. As a first step towards digitization, they provide a 
learning experience for the following steps, and help to convince 
the organization through short-term gains of the benefit of fur-
ther investment in digital transformation. 

The base data plays a key role here. “Pilot projects like this of-
ten fail due to the quality of data required. The better the base 
data, the greater the likelihood of success for digital applica-
tions,” says Michael Kappes. Whether the prototypes deliver any 
sustainable benefits to the business or are mainly intended as 
information-gathering exercises depends mainly on whether the 
prototypes can be integrated with the normal processes.

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX AND KEEP CALM
 
Whichever route a company takes – it must always deal with 
the organizational changes of transformation. One of the keys 
to success is planning all digitization measures collaboratively, 
across the board, and involving other areas and functions. Silo 
thinking is counterproductive in the face of central, business- 
wide IT platforms. In addition, the fundamental CFO duties, such  
as budgeting, reporting and forecasting will in future be inte-
grated, involving both functional data and financial information. 

Ongoing digitization projects also show that things do not al - 
ways go as planned. Whenever you break new ground you can 
expect surprises. What is more, technology is still developing at 
a furious pace, so that new opportunities will constantly need 
to be explored. “A trial-and-error approach, that is able to gath-
er positive results from failures is the key to success,” stressed 
Michael Kappes. For project management, agile methods have 
proven themselves able to handle the dynamics of transforma-
tion. Change management also has a key role to play. Early com-
munication activities help to reduce employee anxiety and avoid 
resistance.

LEARNING FROM THE PIONEERS
 
The first results from companies who started early down this 
route are now available to us. Those who are starting now can 
learn from these pioneers. Although it will still take years be-
fore these pioneers complete the digital transformation of their 
finance function, the pressure is growing on other CFOs. Those 
who miss the boat now, who do not set sail for transformation, 
are likely to find they increasingly fall behind those of their com-
petitors who are planning ahead. It will not only be the mar-
ket that punishes them in the long-term for being too slow to 
act. New graduates and young professionals are more attract-
ed to companies that use the modern technologies they have 
learned during their studies. Plenty of reasons therefore to start 
down the digital finance organization route now, and to follow 
through consistently.                  

Find more information at
www.horvath-partners.com cfo-organization

 Michael Kappes
   MKappes@horvath-partners.com
  Tel. +49 711 66919-1303

HEADING STRATEGICALLY INTO THE FUTURE  

Those who choose the first route and develop a digital finance 
strategy, are taking a holistic, systematic approach. This ap-
proach looks at all aspects of digitization, including processes 
and responsibilities. In this way, companies acquire a compre-
hensive overview of their own status quo, and create from this a 
target operating model for the future CFO organization, includ-
ing a detailed roadmap to the goal. This approach reduces the 
risk of betting on the wrong horse, and increases the chances of 
the whole organization becoming involved in the transformation 
process. 

This approach does, however, involve 
the risk of spending too long on ab-
stract discussions of principles, which 
do not add much value. Neutral proj-
ect managers with a clear project plan 
are certainly the best antidote to this. 
While companies with a digital finance strategy do not initial-
ly achieve any tangible results, many organizations will set up 
other digitization projects in parallel. An example of this is Deut-
sche Bahn, which has created specific initiatives in individual ar-
eas to run alongside its global “FINANCE 4 DB” transformation 
program (see page 12).

THE BETTER THE BASE DATA,  
THE HIGHER THE LIKELIHOOD  
OF SUCCESS FOR DIGITAL  
APPLICATIONS.

Using advanced analytics, the 
finance department can enable 

more efficient, proactive analyti-
cal controlling.

TRANSFORMATION IN THE FINANCE FUNCTION TRANSFORMATION IN THE FINANCE FUNCTION

Guidance

A CHOICE OF THREE 
APPROACHES 
 

DEVELOP A DIGITAL  
FINANCE STRATEGY

01

03

02 ENHANCE BASE DATA  
AND PROCESSES

DEVELOP PROTOTYPES FOR  
DIGITAL USE CASES
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DIGITIZATION IS RADICALLY CHANGING ALL THE  
BUSINESS AREAS OF DEUTSCHE BAHN. HOW  
DOES FINANCE 4 DB ALIGN YOUR FINANCIAL  
FUNCTION TO THIS TRANSFORMATION?
     
HEINRICHS    FINANCE 4 DB is driving digitization and the 
shared changes to the finance function to improve perfor-
mance. We are pursuing twin goals: On the one hand, support-
ing the operational management of the business in a more  
targeted manner, by using performance-oriented reporting and  
forecasting tools and evaluating data in real time. On the other  
hand, we can improve the efficiency and excellence of our own  
processes by substantially simplifying and combining our array  
of processes and systems.  

HOW DO YOU ACHIEVE THESE AMBITIOUS GOALS? 
      
HEINRICHS    We are taking a holistic approach. That is why 
we have defined four areas for action which provide the frame-
work and prescribe the sequence of our activities. Processes & 
structures, Methods & instruments, Roles & self-awareness and 
Skills & collaboration. In terms of content, we started with a 
comprehensive survey of the current situation, and used this to 
identify detailed focus projects, in order to achieve a visible im-
provement in the core financial processes.   
 
WHICH PROCESSES ARE YOU TACKLING FIRST?  
     
HEINRICHS    We will initially concentrate on three focus pro-
jects. For Procure-to-Pay and Plan-to-Steer, our guiding principle 
is a consistent end-to-end process approach. In our third focus 
project, we will seek to improve quality and increase efficien-
cy by designing an integrated data platform. Over the next 
few months, we will collaborate with group management and 
the business areas to develop detailed plans and then imple - 
ment these rapidly, starting in Q1 2019.  
 
HOW IS YOUR HOLISTIC APPROACH VISIBLE?

HEINRICHS    In our focus projects, we always work on all four 
of the fields of action we defined. This means modern IT meth-
ods and tools support the process improvements we identified. 
Parallel to the process and IT landscape, the roles and skills of 
the people working in the finance function are changing, as well 
as the way in which they collaborate within modern working 
environments. All these developments are brought together and 
described in a comprehensive target.

HOW DO YOU MOTIVATE AND CREATE ENTHUSIASM 
AMONG YOUR EMPLOYEES FOR A PROGRAM WHOSE 
RESULTS THEY WILL ONLY SEE IN Q1 2019?

HEINRICHS    We are working in parallel on ‘speedboats’, 
where we exploit the potential of digitization in the short-term 
for ourselves. These include, for example, connecting the pro-
curement portal to an external marketplace provider, which 
means that the product portfolio expanded from 1.5 million 
items to 25 million items. Invoices are thereby posted direct-
ly, without creating work for the Shared Service Center, and 
processing cycles are significantly reduced. Another speed-
boat used RPA technology in the treasury area to reduce 
manual work by two hours per day, which frees up colleagues 
to work on other activities that create value. These individu-
al digitization projects make the benefits of transformation 
visible, and build acceptance at this early stage.  

WHAT DOES FINANCE 4 DB MEAN TO EMPLOYEES IN  
THE FINANCE AREA?  

HEINRICHS    They will continue to grow themselves and 
their skills and increase their importance within the company. 
Thanks to using simple, intuitive applications – some of which 
may work like apps – IT systems will become more user-orient-
ed. In terms of content, group-wide governance in the areas of 
standardization, automation and transparent data structures 
is just as relevant to employees as the development of data 
science skills. They are preparing for these tasks using digi-
tal teaching modules, keynote speeches and training days. In 
addition, we support stronger networking within the finance 
function, and within DB’s own digitization ecosystem. We ex-
pect managers to actively create transformation, by providing 
space for agile working and making more active use of digi-
tal communication channels.    

WHERE WILL YOUR FINANCIAL ORGANIZATION BE IN 
THREE YEARS TIME? 

HEINRICHS    I predict an innovative, change-oriented and 
customer-oriented department. Currently the transformation  
process initiated by FINANCE 4 DB is, however, still in its infan-
cy. During this initial step, it is crucial for me that we change our 
own fundamental attitude to change itself on our way towards 
this goal. Because the impending change is a balance of oppor-
tunities and commitments.                            

INTERVIEW WITH WOLFGANG HEINRICHS, DEUTSCHE BAHN (GERMAN RAILWAYS)INTERVIEW MIT WOLFGANG HEINRICHS, DEUTSCHE BAHNINTERVIEW WITH WOLFGANG HEINRICHS, DEUTSCHE BAHN (GERMAN RAILWAYS)

The finance function at Deutsche Bahn is following a comprehensive  

strategy for digitization and change. The goal is to improve the quality  

of steering within the business, to increase their own efficiency and  

excellence in order to ultimately make a contribution to the success of 

Deutsche Bahn. Wolfgang Heinrichs, who heads up the group program  

“FINANCE 4 DB” explains in an interview how the CFO organization is 

changing and how the whole group is benefiting from this.

12

Better  
performance 
thanks  
to digitization
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CFO SENIOR EXECUTIVES  
ENDORSE DIGITIZATION TRENDS

2018 CFO STUDY

92 %+18* 

NEW STEERING OPTIONS  
THANKS TO GREATER 
DATA AVAIL ABILIT Y 88 %+5*

RADICAL CHANGE IN THE  
ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES  
OF THE FINANCE FUNCTION

83 %-11*

STREAMLINING  
ROUTINE PROCESSES

+7*97 %
SHIFT IN CORPORATE  
PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT FROM 
REACTIVE ANALY TICAL  
TO PROACTIVE PREDICTIVE

*Change compared to 2017 in %

14

THE MAJOR CHALLENGES 
CFOS CURRENTLY FACE

2018 CFO STUDY

 Read more about the study at 
www.horvath-partners.com cfo-study-2018

TRANSFORMATION  
DUE TO ADVANCES IN  
DIGITIZATION 77 %

*Change compared to 2017 in %

64 % +14*ADAPTING THE CFO ORGANIZATION  
TO CHANGED BUSINESS MODELS

63 % +9*STEERING MIXED  
BUSINESS MODELS 

63 % +3*TAKING STRICTER COMPLIANCE  
REQUIREMENTS INTO ACCOUNT

54 % +19*HISTORICALLY EVOLVED  
CFO ORGANIZATION

53 % +19*INCORRECT, FRAGMENTED AND  
INCOMPLETE DATA

48 % +25*INEFFECTIVE PERFORMANCE  
INDICATORS

N
EW

15
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or SAP customers there is no way to avoid  
SAP S 4HANA. From 2025, the SAP R3 predecessor 
system will only be further supported to a limited 
extent, and higher maintenance fees will be incurred. 
Nevertheless, many companies are hesitant about 

making the changeover. They could soon run out of time, even 
if 2025 is still a way off in the future. Because in most cases, a 
project of this type will clearly go well beyond a purely technical 
migration. After all, SAP S 4HANA brings numerous technical in-
novations, such as a more logical im-
plementation of a single system for 
both accounting and controlling. In 
addition, given the visible defects in 
existing installations – such as hav-
ing a variety of different templates in 
different locations, discrepancies between internal and external 
accounting, as well as the unsatisfactory quality of operational 
data – the changeover implies a fundamental transformation 
of the ERP and data landscape. The most important question 
for companies is therefore how such a complex project can be 
structured sensibly.

PRELIMINARY STUDY: CREATING CLARITY  

Ideally a preliminary study is done first. This is intended to en-
sure understanding of the status quo of the ERP landscape in 
both business and technical terms, and to define the prerequi-
sites for going forward with the work on the project. The prelim-
inary study does not need to be a detailed analysis at the level 

SAP S 4HANA not only enables standardization of processes 

and data structures, but also offers scope for digitization and 

automation. For the majority of companies, switching to this 

new system means a fundamental transformation of their ERP 

and data landscape. In order to successfully control this com-

plex project, a well-structured approach is essential.

F

CHANGING SYSTEM TO SAP S 4HANA CHANGING SYSTEM TO SAP S 4HANA

of the posting contents, but to broadly clarify as many aspects 
as possible. These aspects include the key data for the steering 
framework, the integration of accounting and controlling, the 
link to the logistics functions, organizational issues, reporting 
processes and requirements, shortcomings and required im-
provements. The preliminary study reveals the extent to which 
the ERP system needs to be redesigned. In some cases, the 
changeover can also be exploited to leverage further potential  
for digitization and process automation. In this case, one of the 

options is to link internal com-
pany information to external 
data, to enable extended pre-
dictive analytics models. This 
should also be reviewed as part  
of the preliminary study.

The result of this phase is a schedule with areas of action and 
a roadmap, which describes the transformation of the ERP land-
scape, defines the time frame, the necessary individual steps and 
resources, and clarifies which departments need to be involved. 

DESIGN: COOPERATION BREEDS SUCCESS  

In the design phase that follows, what matters most is the tight 
dovetailing of technical and business knowledge and the in-
volvement of all the relevant specialist departments in the proj-
ect. We have learned, however, both from past SAP ERP installa-
tions and current S 4HANA projects, that many companies tend 
to ignore this success factor to some extent. Only by cooperating 

CHARTING  
THE COURSE NOW 

THE ERP TRANSFORMATION

ONLY BY COOPERATING ACROSS  
DEPARTMENTS CAN THE COMPREHENSIVE  
INTEGRATION OF DATA AND PROCESSES  
IN A NEW ERP SYSTEM BE ENSURED.

1716



across departments can the successful, comprehensive integra-
tion of data and processes in a new ERP system be ensured. The 
design should therefore involve collaboration with departments 
such as sales, production, logistics and procurement, as well as 
accounting and controlling. 

The design work always starts by checking and documenting 
the steering model, as this defines the core framework criteria 
for the ERP system. The following aspects need to be clarified: 
What are the key steering targets? What information is needed 
at each individual level? What does the relevant Management 
Reporting look like? In addition, we are dealing with questions 
of responsibility and operational processes, as well as looking at 
how business volume and value flows can be depicted technical-
ly. For this, in particular, both business knowledge and technical 
expertise need to be brought into the project, if the design is 
to be implemented successfully later on. With an eye on future 
maintenance effort, we recommend implementing the system to 
remain as close as possible to the standard version.

During the project implementation, new, agile methods and  
design thinking may be relevant. They are not mandatory; but if  
they are applied, they must of necessity be adapted to the con-
ditions of a complex ERP project.

IMPLEMENTATION: THE CRITICAL PHASE  

The longest and most costly phase of the project is its implemen-
tation. Ideally, companies will have already checked out some 
of the technical aspects during the design work, or built a pro-
totype, to help familiarize themselves with the new system. The 
implementation is also influenced by whether SAP S 4HANA is 
“on premises”, so running on an in-house server, or in the Cloud. 
In addition, it matters whether the changeover is being done 
using a brown field approach, where the existing systems are mi-
grated, or using a green field approach, with a completely new  
ERP system being set up. Cross-functional collaboration also 

CHANGING SYSTEM TO SAP S 4HANA

plays a decisive role in this phase. Under the leadership of the 
IT department, each expert department is responsible, among 
other things, for clarifying the remaining questions and ensur-
ing the quality of the content. In addition, test cases need to 
be prepared and system tests carried out. This is not for the 
faint-hearted, but is essential for the success of SAP S 4HANA. 

The change management, which should have begun during 
the design phase, now reaches its peak. If the changes that the 
new system implies are to be accepted in the business, a whole 
collection of measures are needed: a variety of further training 
courses, and also some workshops, one-on-one meetings, com-
munities for specific topics and the opportunity to send ques-
tions in to the project team. What is obvious is that the appro-
priate communication and change measures need to be applied 
for each different hierarchical level.

AFTER TAKEOFF: STABILIZING THE SYSTEM 

Once the system is successfully launched following implemen-
tation, there follows a period of stabilization. Because despite  
everyone’s best efforts, a completely new installed SAP S 4HANA 
system will not run smoothly from the outset. Companies therefore  
need to plan this phase, and have a competent team of busi-
ness and technical experts available. This is the only way to 
ensure a successful start to SAP S 4HANA from day one.     
 
Find more information at  
www.horvath-partners.com sap_s4hana

 
 Niko Hofmann

   NHofmann@horvath-partners.com 
  Tel. +49 711 66919-1289

The energy company innogy SE has created the basis for its  

digitization using SAP S 4HANA. In this interview, project manager  

Dr. Ulrich Borgdorf who is responsible for the Accounting  

Finance Services department at innogy, describes the factors that  

contributed to the success of the “s4i project”,  

with agile management playing a key role.

Why did you launch your S 4HANA project? 
 
BORGDORF    innogy SE emerged two years ago from a total 
reorganization of the RWE Group and is currently still distribu-
ted across a number of different SAP systems and entities. This 
leads to considerable additional work, especially in the horizon-
tal functions. We therefore decided to set innogy up in a single 
ERP system, starting from scratch, and using S 4HANA based 
on the latest technology. The project name s4i is derived from 
this. Through the new system, we are creating a uniform data-
base which is a core prerequisite for the digital approach of 
our company. In addition, the project lays the foundations for 
significantly higher efficiency through standardization and op-
timization of processes and systems. We are following SAP best 
practices and are creating the new processes on the basis of SAP 
standard functions. Our project motto is: ”s4i Simple | Uniform“.

INTERVIEW WITH DR. ULRICH BORGDORF, INNOGY

“Paving the way  
for greater efficiency”

 To successfully introduce  
SAP S 4HANA, all the relevant  

business areas have to work  
closely together. 
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What does this mean for your financial accounting? 

BORGDORF    Firstly, we have developed a new, uniform chart 
of accounts for all innogy companies. At the same time, we are  
switching to modern ledger technology to differentiate between 
the various accounting views. Then there is the splitting of 
receipts to map to innogy segments. With the new single posting 
table for accounting and controlling, we have a single source  
of truth for all financial reporting. Last but not least, the user 
interface has changed: With SAP Fiori, we will operate the new 
system predominantly via apps and tiles in a browser. 

What was the reason you decided to manage the s4i 
project agilely?

BORGDORF    We used to run our projects using the waterfall 
approach. This involves the risk of having lengthy discussions 
and planning, that ultimately result in not much success. With 
s4i we are deliberately taking a different approach: we are 
relying on the new SAP activate method, which uses elements 
of the “Scrum” agile framework. The method is based on the 
process standards in SAP Best Practices. This means that the 
desired target is substantially defined from the start, and only 
requests for changes to these target processes and any addi-
tional requirements are discussed, decisions are taken in line 
with our principle of “Simple and uniform”, and prioritized for 
future implementation. Another benefit of our agile approach is 
that the teams are self-managing. Around 200 people are wor-
king on this project in 17 teams, who prioritize, implement and 
test the business requirements in three-week long iterations, or 
sprints. Thanks to these short cycles, we can very quickly see and 
evaluate results in the system. This regular feedback safeguards 
quality, and helps us to remain on schedule and within budget. 
In addition, during the implementation we can react flexibly to 
changing or new requirements. Especially in such a large project, 
it is impossible to be aware of all requirements from the start.

How did your teams cope with this new approach?

BORGDORF    For most of the staff working on the project, agile 
working was something new to them. There was therefore an 
initial period of a few weeks while they adapted to it with limi-
ted productivity as a result. With targeted training sessions and 
the deployment of Scrum coaches we managed to get rid of the 
uncertainties that existed. Now, the teams have taken the agile 
methodology on board, integrated it into their normal working 
patterns, so that we are enjoying its full benefits. 

How are you introducing users to the new world of 
S 4HANA?

BORGDORF    In parallel to the implementation, we have been 
developing a tailored training plan for each of the various user 
groups. With a variety of training methods, such as classroom 
sessions, webinars and e-learning, we are currently transferring 
knowledge about the new S 4 system into the organization.  
Parallel to this, we are coaching people on the changeover process  
through a series of change management measures.

Where are you currently?

BORGDORF    Preparations for the production startup are  
largely complete. The fact that from the start we limited the  
development phase to the period up to end September has pro-
ven valuable here. This has meant that we have been able to  
focus in the last two-and-a-half months on the extensive testing 
and acceptance program, while also training users. The time bet-
ween the year-end holidays will be used by the IT experts to perform 
the remaining necessary technical migration steps.    

After going live and starting the production phase, 
what happens next?

BORGDORF    In the first few months after going live, we will 
be shifting the system over to normal operation in an “intensive 
care” phase with intensive support and additional training. We 
will then start to migrate other companies in the innogy group 
to the S 4 system. To do so, we are currently preparing a migra-
tion plan which will define the migration clusters and schedules 
for 2019. The final go-live date of January 1, 2020, will see the 
end of the current roll-out of the s4i project.                             

BUSINESS ANALY TICS

TURBO- CHARGING  
            BETTER 
             DECISIONS

The time is ripe for analytics applications in the finance area. Thanks to more  

data and automated routines, decisions can be made on a more informed basis,  

and more quickly, which gains competitive advantages. Analytics projects may  

not be a guaranteed success, and always carry the risk of failure, but they do  

always deliver insights. Gaining early experience with new methods and learning 

from this will ensure a head start.

INTERVIEW WITH DR. ULRICH BORGDORF, INNOGY
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usiness analytics are the “showcase topic” of digi-
tization. For thought leader Thomas H. Davenport, 
“Analytical Competitors” are a new class of com-
pany that achieve specific competitive advantages 
from this approach. Many initiatives of this type ex-

ist already. Since financial data plays an important role in most 
analytics applications, CFO departments should where possible 
also become involved in projects where they are not the prima-
ry party affected. After some initial hesitation, most CFOs are 
now much more active in this area. Some are even spearheading 
the digitization efforts in their companies. Marcus Kuhnert, CFO 
of Merck, started discussing possible applications for advanced 
and big data analytics way back at the start of 2016.  

TARGETED ANALYSIS OF COMPLEX ISSUES  

From Horváth & Partners’ point of view, there are four partic-
ularly useful areas of application in the CFO department: The 
analysis of specific issues in individual projects that take differ-
ent approaches, the automation of forecasts with the help of 
predictive analytics, the development of a risk radar based on se-
mantic analytics, and rule-based evaluation of possible options 
using prescriptive analytics for decision support. 

The first area to apply business analytics extends the tradition-
al understanding of reporting to include complex issues. This 
adds a powerful analytical reporting system to the increasingly 
automated standard reporting systems that support the finance 
function in its role as business partner. This involves the CFO 
department collaborating with operational managers to ana-
lyze targeted aspects of potential improvements, and creating 
a bespoke analytical framework each time as required. Initially, 
hypotheses are formulated and the data relating to them are 
identified. These are used as the basis to enable data model-
ing, visualization and validation. Using the insights gained, 
measures can be identified that would lead on the one hand to 
savings, and on the other hand to increased revenues. 

B

BUSINESS ANALY TICS

AUTOMATED FORECASTING, SEMANTIC SCREENING

Automating forecasts is the most common area in which busi-
ness analytics is applied. Predictive analytics enables more effi-
cient forecasting processes and better quality results than tradi-
tional statistical methods. On the one hand, this is because this 
approach allows significantly more internal and external data 
to be included. On the other hand, it is able to select the most  
appropriate analytical approaches from the thousands available, 
and “learn” the models using large data sets. There are now a 
large number of successful applications in a variety of sectors. 
They have shown that the quality of delivery depends strongly 
on the quality and quantity of data and the algorithms applied. 

In the third area, business analytics is used as a risk radar – like 
Horváth & Partners’ own Global Risk Radar – acting as an intel-
ligent “fishing net”. Semantic analysis is used here to identify 
good quality information from unstructured mass data, to pro-
cess it intelligently and gain new insights from it (see page 27). 
A database with over 100 million text documents is used as a 
centralized source of information. Using a risk radar of this type, 
corporate performance management can take a more proactive 
approach. This means that the finance department can act as 
a business partner, providing information to management that 
would have remained hidden without the big data semantic 
analysis screening, or would only be discovered at a later date. 
 
SIMULATION OF FUTURE BUSINESS SCENARIOS

The fourth application area, using prescriptive analytics, is still 
only rarely found in the finance area. Prescriptive analytics aims 
to determine the optimum solution to an issue by applying rules. 
Michael Kappes, Partner and Head of the Planning Business 
Segment at Horváth & Partners, is convinced that powerful sim-
ulation models will in future form part of every company’s cor-
porate performance management: “Finance departments who 
want to be accepted as business partners also need to be able to 
model complex scenarios flexibly and efficiently. The simulation 
models required for this are increasingly based on analytical op-
timization logic.” 

BUSINESS ANALY TICS

 CFO departments can use business 
analytics to achieve specific competitive 

advantages, provided they master the 
challenges of the projects involved.

An example of this is the “Business Simulation” run by SBB Cargo,  
the freight transport subsidiary of Swiss Federal Railways. The 
application enables the company to make informed decisions 
by simulating business issues using a variety of parameters, 
and evaluating them in monetary terms. Using this, SBB Cargo 
has increased the return on its freight business, meaning that 
the investment in prescriptive analytics was rapidly recouped.   

BECOMING AN ANALYTICAL COMPETITOR

To be able to exploit the potential of business analytics in the 
CFO department, a series of challenges need to be overcome. 
For example, suitable applications need to be identified and 
in terms of the base data, the prerequisites need to be met to 
allow business analytics to be applied. In addition, any analyt-
ics solutions have to be integrated into the control processes.  
This requires existing performance management tools to be ex-
tended to include analytics components, including an IT archi-
tecture that supports big data. In addition, finance departments 
require analytics skills. They either need to provide training to 
existing employees, or hire new specialists with the desired ex-
pertise. Last but not least, business analytics requires a cultural 

transformation. It is necessary to overcome the fear of the “An-
alytics Black Box” to ensure all those involved accept the new 
tools. 

Finance areas that accept these challenges and establish ana-
lytics applications for corporate performance management are 
taking a major step down the road to becoming an “analyti-
cal competitor”. We are therefore just scratching the surface of  
exciting developments!                

  

 
 Stefan Tobias

   STobias@horvath-partners.com
   Tel. +49 711 66919-1408

FINANCE DEPARTMENTS WHO WANT TO BE 
ACCEPTED AS BUSINESS PARTNERS ALSO 
NEED TO BE ABLE TO MODEL COMPLEX  
SCENARIOS FLEXIBLY AND EFFICIENTLY.
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PRECISE  
PL ANNING AT 

THE PUSH OF A 
BUTTON

DIGITAL PILOT PROJECTS AT THÜGA

Thüga AG, as a minority shareholder in around 100 energy  

providers in Germany, is using advanced analytics to tackle the 

growing challenges of the energy sector. The company has used  

it to automate a number of steering and planning scenarios  

so successfully that the next prototypes are already in the works. 

he transformation of the energy sector is put-
ting utility companies under pressure. Trends 
such as decentralized renewable production, 
smart electricity meters and the growing com-
plexity of energy trading have all led to a high-

ly volatile business environment. This demands new approaches 
to corporate performance management to enable organizations 
to move successfully into the future. The Thüga Group, the larg-
est network of municipally owned energy and water utilities in 
Germany, decided back in 2016 to use the power of digital tech-
nologies for this. The company researched the suitability of a va-
riety of processes, methods and models, identified individual use 
cases and set up pilot projects to develop detailed prototypes. 

STRONG NETWORK, AGILE PROJECT   

In order to provide the necessary resources, Thüga took a 
well-proven approach. Within their partner network of 100 com-
panies, they quickly identified a partner company who could 
provide the operational expertise for the selected use case, 

and involved them in the project from day one. Thüga was able 
to convince its partners to become involved mainly because it 
focused on the specific benefits of the selected use cases for 
their business, which led to optimistic curiosity. The result was a 
common pool of resources that could also be used to carry out 
unscheduled tasks. Thüga relied on agile project management 
to be able to handle the complexity of the issues and to reach 
its goal quickly. And successfully: using four week development 
iterations, the team implemented individual functional features. 
Thanks to regular feedback rounds, it was possible to correct 
course at an early stage if developments were heading in the 
wrong direction, and also to react quickly to new requirements. 
A further part of its success was that Thüga defined the neces-
sary base data for the prototypes at the start of the project and 
began by making the data available. Especially in advanced an-
alytics projects, it is important for cleansed data to be available 
at an early stage. The fact that the project team always worked 
closely with the business departments involved also paid off. 
Thanks to intensive communication, all the participants felt in-
volved in the development project right from the outset. 

T
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DIGITAL PILOT PROJECTS AT THÜGA

AUTOMATED SALES FORECASTING
 
In order to handle the volatility of energy procurement, Thüga 
decided to develop a model that reflected medium-term sales 
planning for the electricity and gas business sectors. Since the 
gross margin was used as the target variable, the project team 
looked at the individual components used to calculate this mar-
gin, uncovered technical drivers and identified the data that 
influenced it, such as market and procurement prices. Internal 
data was supplemented by external information to create the 
most comprehensive base data possible. These data played a 
major role in sales planning, as they made market trends visible. 

The project team set up the prototype using various statistical 
methods and models, including neural networks. During its op-
eration, the system then decides independently on the basis of 
factors such as turnover, price and quantity which model is most 
likely to provide an accurate forecast in each individual case. 
This has proven itself over and over again in practice: The auto-
mated sales planning provides consistently better forecasts than 
the previous manual process. Several Thüga partner companies 
are currently using the digital prototype to calculate their sales 
margins, and then using this as the planning basis for manage-
ment, to evaluate their current and future situation.
 
FINANCIAL DATA MADE FIT  

In a different use case, Thüga defined the cost centers and order 
forecasting for the administration. This prototype was intended  
to generate proposed values for forecasting, using all the over-
head costs. First, however, it was necessary to see to what extent  
the existing process could be accelerated or even automated 
by using advanced analytics. Especially in the case of financial  
data, this is not always possible without making changes to the 
base data. Often there are structural changes to cost centers, 
accounting patterns and accounts, or the order history is not 
available. 

In order to supply an adequate basis of information despite this, 
the project team cleansed the data thoroughly using a mix of 
manual and machine procedures. Among other things, recurring 
small orders in the order data were aggregated and forecast. 
This meant that individual orders were not evaluated during 
planning, although the basic costs could still be predicted with 
sufficient accuracy. For the automated cost center forecasting, 
the system dynamically selects the most suitable statistical  
model to make the most accurate forecasts in each case. This 
approach has been confirmed in practice. The automated cost  

center and order forecasting has consistently delivered very good 
results, which will significantly reduce the cost of forecasting.

REDUCE CONCERNS WITH TANGIBLE SOLUTIONS 
      
For Thüga, developing advanced analytics prototypes for specific 
applications is just one element in a comprehensive digitization 
plan. But they do play an important role in reducing employees‘ 
fears of and resistance to digital transformation. Interdisciplin-
ary work on tangible solutions makes the potential visible, while 
also illustrating the current limitations of digital technologies. 

Meanwhile, the close collaboration between Thüga AG and its 
partner companies has helped to build up advanced analytics 
skills within the network. That has paid off: thanks to their inten-
sive dialogs, those involved already started identifying further 
potential applications during the project. The next prototypes 
for new use cases are therefore already underway.                   

  

 
 

 Carsten Bork
   CBork@horvath-partners.com 
  Tel. +49 69 2695898-1226

Big data and machine learning have the potential to substantially  

improve existing risk management. This is the conclusion from a  

pilot project by E.ON SE in their CFO program “Digital@Finance”, using  

the intelligent text analysis tool Global Risk Radar from  

Horváth & Partners’ Steering Lab. Currently the Group Risk  

Management department at the energy supplier is testing the specific  

use scenarios for employing this instrument in  

Credit Risk Management.

RISK MANAGEMENT AT E.ON

OPPORTUNITIES  
     AND RISKS  
 ON THE
  RADAR

Prototypes for tangible appli-
cation scenarios help to reduce 
fears of digital transformation.
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Learning algorithms evaluate mass data extremely 
effectively. In an avalanche of data that humans can 
no longer handle, they can identify relevant informa-
tion very quickly and intelligently. E.ON SE wants to 
use this potential for risk management and is there-
fore testing Horváth & Partners‘ Global Risk Radar. 

The pilot project is of particular interest to the group‘s credit risk 
management. This is because in future the department wants 
to identify the risk profile of business partners, who they call 
counterparties, more effectively and in a more targeted manner, 
based on automated text analysis of unstructured big data from 
the Internet. 

Bernd Kälber, Program Manager Advanced Analytics & Artificial  
Intelligence at “Digital@Finance”, attended the first live presen-
tation of the newly developed application at the 2017 Corpo-
rate Risk Minds conference. He was immediately struck by the 
tool‘s potential. As a physicist with a focus on theoretical math-
ematics, he is convinced that “Automated analysis of big data 
will be indispensable in future in making competitively sound 
strategic and operational decisions”.
   
SUPPORTING ENTREPRENEURIAL TRANSFORMATION 
      
The pilot project started in November 2017. Bernd Kälber re-
viewed jointly with the machine learning and risk management 
experts at Horváth & Partners to what extent the critical infor-
mation for evaluating risks could be generated using the Global 
Risk Radar. The focus was initially on the use cases relating to 
the topics of solar and wind energy, innovative storage technol-
ogies and pricing in an international context. During the course 
of the study it became apparent that the Global Risk Radar was 
particular strong in detecting early warning signals for potential 
rating changes to counterparties. 

Given increasingly decentralized generation mainly from en-
ergy sources that are sensitive to weather conditions, and the 
development of new digital technologies, providers need to be 
turning themselves into digital “green”, service-oriented solution 
providers. “This realignment affects all levels within our group, 
including permanent changes in the finance area,” says Bernd 
Kälber. “Intelligent algorithms and machine learning can poten-
tially provide major support for this transformation.”
 

MAKING ALGORITHMS INTELLIGENT 

Machine Learning enables computers to independently analyze  
very large, complex and unstructured data sets using special-
ly developed algorithms, and to process the results without  
further input. Initially, the algorithm itself has no relevant  
knowledge. It needs to be trained for each separate question.  
Different starting points require different approaches. These  
can be classified into three categories: 
 
1. Supervised learning: In this case, the algorithm is trained in 
a focused manner using known input-output data sets, teaching 
it the connections between data.  
2. Unsupervised learning: The input-output context is not known  
in advance, and the algorithm itself classifies the data and  
recognizes potential patterns. 
3. Reinforcement learning: An algorithm learns a specific  
task by attempting to improve itself using feedback from its  
context.   

The machine text analysis capability of the Global Risk Radar is  
based mainly on the first approach, supervised learning. For the pi-
lot project, the Radar analyzed several million text documents from 
thousands of data sources on the Internet. The semantic analysis 
capability of the tool is constantly improving while it works, thanks 
to continuous machine learning.    

RECOGNIZING THE EARLY WARNING SIGNS 

In E.ON’s “Digital@Finance” program, the pilot project pro-
vides the central component for text analytics. In order to rate  
counterparties, text-based mass documents from the Inter-
net are analyzed by the Global Risk Radar looking for early  
warning signals. This means that information relevant to 
a decision can be taken into account well before it is pub-
lished in traditional sources, such as rating agencies. Follow-
ing the completion of the pilot phase, the energy company 
will therefore review the options for operational application 
of the tool for credit risk management.     

  
 
  
 
 

 Klaus Martin Jäck
   KMJaeck@horvath-partners.com 
  Tel. +49 711 66919-1505
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RISK MANAGEMENT AT E.ON

Through semantic analysis, the unstructured 
part of big data from the Internet, and  

in particular the views it contains, become  
measurable so that they can be used for risk 

assessment.

RISK MANAGEMENT AT E.ON

Why did E.ON set up 
the pilot project?
 

KÄLBER    In E.ON‘s Group Risk Manage-
ment it was assumed that there would 
be information relevant to risk assess-
ment available in the mass of text doc-
uments published daily on the Internet, 
but this is not accessible to standard 
analysis models. We wanted to test this 
hypothesis. Our goal was to fill in as far 
as possible the “blank spots on the map 
of usable data” by using the Global Risk 
Radar technology. 
  

What are your most important 
findings?

KÄLBER    Using semantic analysis, the 
Global Risk Radar structures the unstruc-
tured part of mass data in E.ON‘s busi-
ness context. In this way, opinion leaders 
who are scattered among the masses of 
text documents on the Internet become 
measurable, so that we can use them 
for risk assessment. In addition, ma-
chine-trained algorithms can, of course, 
also take on some completely different 
tasks. In addition to risk management, in 
the financial area planning, forecasting 
or model-based management approaches 
are also possible. All processes that are 
based to a large extent on data and rules 
can also be partially or fully automated 
using machine learning combined with 
robotics. 

Where do you see the biggest  
challenge for quantitative business 
analytics? 

KÄLBER    We will only be able to fully 
exploit the potential of the new technol-
ogies once we have specific job profiles 
and skills. On the one hand we need Data 
Scientists with expert digital knowledge, 
and on the other hand business experts 
who can assess the relevance of this  
technology for specific applications. The 
latter are particularly critical for success 
as they provide the link between highly 
complex technology and business require-
ments. This particular mix of skills is cur-
rently especially difficult to find in the job 
market.              

  
 
  
 
 

THREE QUESTIONS TO BERND KÄLBER, PROGRAM MANAGER  

FOR ADVANCED ANALY TICS & ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE  

“DIGITAL@FINANCE”, CORPORATE HEADQUARTERS E.ON SE
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Due to digitization, companies currently have vast 
amounts of data – Big Data – available to them. 
These come from very many sources. Social media, 
discussion forums, wikis or ratings communities on 
the Internet are just as much a part of this as com-
pany-internal databases or sensor readings. The tar-
geted and comprehensive analysis of this data using 
statistical and quantitative methods and models has 
powerful business potential – for business decisions, 
innovation management, product development, mar-
keting, customer relationship management and inter-
nal knowledge management. 

Many companies therefore set up so-called “Analytics 
Labs”, i.e. units that are separate from day-to-day op-
erations and the line management organization. Ac-
cording to Harvard scientist Thomas H. Davenport, 
anyone who works there has the “sexiest job in the 
21st Century”: Data Scientist. But are Analytics Labs 
and Data Scientists really able to pick out from the 
flood of data precisely those results and recommen-
dations for action that will help companies to work 
more efficiently and effectively? Not necessarily!

DANGEROUS FOCUS  

The added value of a data analysis depends signifi-
cantly on the skills of the analytics team. In-depth  
understanding of the methodologies for analyzing 
big data needs to go hand-in-hand with comprehen-
sive knowledge of the application context and of your 
own business. The focus on highly specialized meth-
odology experts with a background in mathematics, 
statistics or physics, known as quantitative analysts 
or “quants”, can be risky. Because no matter how so-
phisticated the mathematical methods and models 
may be, if you feed them incorrect, inadequate or 
poor quality data then they will follow the GIGO or 
“garbage in, garbage out” principle, leading inevita-
bly to false conclusions and business decisions that 
do more harm than good. The same applies when 
methods and models used by Data Scientists do not 
properly reflect reality and are based on critical as-
sumptions. A prominent example of this is the finan-
cial crisis. The assumptions that were used just did 
not apply.
 
 

IT ALL DEPENDS ON THE MIX   

For companies, the job profile of Data Scientist is 
therefore only really “sexy” from an interdisciplinary 
viewpoint. It assumes that the universities are also 
keeping their teaching up-to-date. Because there are 
still too few multi-disciplinary study courses, lectures 
or project work that teach skills in both quantita-
tive methodologies and business expertise. Business 
studies graduates with IT skills and knowledge of 
statistical and quantitative methods and models do 
have excellent career opportunities in exciting, inter-
disciplinary fields of activity. 

Many students have known this for a long time. It 
is not only at the University of Ulm that there is a 
veritable stampede for classes that teach the meth-
ods for evaluating big data in a business context. 
In practice, you must have both: on the one hand, 
methodology experts with domain knowledge who 
understand the technical implications and limits of 
analyses and are able to explain this to colleagues 
and decision-makers. On the other hand, specialists 
and domain experts who have enough methodolog-
ical know-how to professionally evaluate the results 

of analysis and their scope and draw the right con-
clusions from them. 

With a mixed degree behind them, both business 
graduates and quants have the tools to step up to 
the challenging interdisciplinary job description. In 
this way, they can make a decisive contribution to 
Big Data Analytics by marrying business skills with 
methodology skills, and technical skills with commu-
nication skills. They will therefore ensure that the 
analysis of large volumes of data deliver exactly the 
results and recommendations for action that real-
ly help companies move forward. That is when Big 
Data will truly add value.             

 

GUEST COMMENTARY

Companies need two things if they are going to successfully exploit the 

enormous business potential of big data analytics: an understanding  

of the analysis methods used for large volumes of data, and expertise in 

the application context. Professionals and graduates in interdisciplin- 

ary subjects are therefore in great demand.

DATA SCIENTIST  
DREAM JOB

BY PROF.  DR .  MATHIAS  KL I ER 

In-depth understanding of me-
thodologies for analyzing big 

data needs to be combined with 
comprehensive knowledge of  

the application context and of 
your own business.
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