
 

 

“Big Data” in treasury… 

In a world in which there is more and more data, is it possible to manage this abundance to extract 

information in such a way as to help make the best decisions? Are treasurers, too, potential users 

of Big Data? How can treasury departments decide on the value of this exponential influx of data?  

 

Mega-data for mega-treasurers 

"Big Data", literally "mega-data" means sets of data that are becoming so voluminous that they 

become difficult to process with traditional database management or information management 

tools. In these new orders of magnitude, the capture, storage, research and analysis of data will have 

to be redefined. There would seem to be unsuspected possibilities in this exploration of information. 

We might expect all this to help businesses and treasurers contain risk and make decision-taking 

easier, through the use of contextualised predictive analysis.   

 

"Hot topic" or useless background noise? Year after year, treasurers receive ever more external and 

internal information. Technology is evolving in step to transform the deluge of data into tools or 

"insights". It is, however, not yet clear how treasurers might be able to use this data fully and create 

value when we are being swamped with "Business Intelligence". We can now gather together all the 

words in a dictionary, but we still have to know how to put sentences together. The data is recorded 

electronically but is no longer stored and archived in separate databases. Today it is recorded 

digitally and in one single database so that it can be used by other stakeholders. The point is to 

accumulate information and combine it so as to extract its very substance, as Rabelais would have 

said. Numbers can speak to us and data could too, provided we can put it into perspective. 

We are at the dawn of Big Data use. But will we be able to use it to full effect? Business and finance 

are so closely linked that the idea of being able to use metrical data to measure and improve 

performance would seem to be self-evident. Improving reports and reconciliations, managing cash 

better and scheduling requirements would also seem to be goals shared by all treasurers. The need 

to comply with the new regulations, the drive to reduce costs and the wish to have more forward-

looking tools to help with decision-making explain the desire to make better use of available data.  



 

 

This is an opportunity to merge the risk, treasury and finance aspects, using robust analysis and 

performance measurement tools (for example transfer pricing or activity-based costing). 

The pool is turning into a river 

The data no longer amounts to a pool, but to a river. Today, we have to cope with an unceasing flow 

of information. The world of business is in the process of change: we are moving from analogue to 

digital, from paper to electronic and from dispatch to connection. In this new reality, electronic data 

is essential. The difficulty will be processing moving data, because it is no longer static. It is easy to 

see how it is useful to operational and sales people, but not to corporate finance people. Analysing a 

plethora of data can uncover new correlations and explore new segments. Data will be the 21st 

century's raw material, the most valuable asset. Data protection will then become a crucial element, 

since the risk will be so enormous. Internet performers will be the banks' worst competitors. In 

future, PayPal and other Google-type companies may be the treasurer's new partners.  

Will the banks be winners or losers? 

Banks, more than corporate treasurers, need be able to process this data to target their services on 

their customers better. This is an extremely tricky technical manoeuvre to accomplish, since 

competition from internet companies will be fierce. How can you respond quicker or be more 

powerful than a Google, PayPal or Amazon? They are past masters in data management, in what is 

called digital marketing.  If the banks cannot overcome this hurdle, they risk becoming giant "back-

offices", relinquishing the payments business and some of the other nicest business to internet 

companies. In the future, Facebook, Apple and Google will do finance targeted on databases that 

they control and which they can juggle. They will take only the very tastiest business, leaving the 

administrative burdens, the Basel III-type regulatory constraints and the less profitable business to 

the "traditional" banks. Isn't it unfair? But weaker banks are not good news for corporate treasurers. 

At this time when Europe is beefing up its regulations and stress tests, are they not being hit too 

hard? The threat is that banking will see a new phase of consolidation to meet these challenges, of 

which the technical aspect is by no means the least.  

The ones who could perhaps benefit most from this Big Data, if they succeed in handling it, are the 

banks. They are the ones with digital customers. They will need to battle against P2P solutions and 

against the likes of Applepay, Sixdots, Google wallet, etc., all at the same time. These are gaining 

ground as we speak. The digital revolution will reshuffle the pack. In future, anyone will be able to 

conduct certain types of business and financial services. But it is a fair bet that the new entrants will 

be selective.  

 



 

 

Did you know? 

The dictionary of Big Data includes, for example, terms such as AIDC (Automatic Identification and 

Data Capture); algorithm, datamining, "embedded system"; behavioural analysis; trace; "smart 

data", etc. – all jargon that treasurers will find difficult. Experts predict that current volumes of data 

will multiply by a factor of around 400 by 2020. The pace has stepped up and is exponential. We 

often see the opportunities that Big Data offers for marketing (for example, sales and behavioural 

analysis), for logistical management (for example, managing distribution routes) and for product 

development, matching the practices and behaviour of users.  It would be a pity to have an infinite 

reservoir of data without being able to use even the tiniest bit of it. All too often data is compiled 

and then not managed. That is the challenge for Big Data. To align the key requirements of finance 

on a single platform connected to operational data would be the Holy Grail for any finance person. 

You could do modelling and forecasting using a database that is more comprehensive than ever 

before. Finance staff will then become the "strategic" partner to operational business. It is in 

performance evaluation and simulations that the major development potential lies.  It is therefore a 

matter of developing embedded intelligence including modelling and multi-dimensional scheduling, 

the application of dynamic scenarios, the calculation of "break backs", intelligent mapping, 

collaborative workflows, etc.  

"Know Your Risk" (KYR) 

The risk with this mass of data is one of keeping it secure. Having more information makes you more 

vulnerable if you are not properly equipped and if you do not have appropriate IT systems and strict 

internal controls in place. This flood of information could be a pitfall. Banks are now subject to 

specific regulations on data architectures, for example Basel III BCBS 239. The aim is to improve risk 

management and the decision-making process within banks. A "catch all data" approach is needed to 

consolidate, unify and harmonise it all effectively. It facilitates audit, and makes it easier to comply 

with governance and the increasing profusion of other financial regulations. The situation facing 

banks could one day be imposed on corporates as well. 

 

An opportunity for treasurers? 

One of the fields in which Big Data should have an enormous impact is risk assessment in 

commodities and climatic risks.  Here, processing and analysing data could give forward-looking 

assessments of market developments and increased accuracy in the assessment of risks. As the 

reservoirs of data come to be shared, it is from this vast bounty that we will have to draw 

information and be able to analyse it. This is "Business Intelligence". The art of extracting warnings, 

metrical data and indicators from datasets to identify risks. Working capital is obviously a field with 

major analysis potential. Computers are better than people at identifying correlations, links and 

cause-and-effect, which makes predictive management possible. Now that we can collate the data, 

we still have to extract what it can tell us. There will be a convergence between finance, treasury 

and risk management in terms of data to be analysed, to detect the invisible, to anticipate trends 

and to spot the signs of potential future risks. Treasurers will be able to make more dynamic use of 

Monte Carlo simulation, Value at Risk, and other techniques that need large databases. 



 

 

The field of ERM ("Enterprise Risk Management" – overall risk management, not just financial risks) 

will also provide a wonderful playing field for those partial to manipulating data. The quantification 

of risks and simulations may be made easier by using more powerful GRC (Governance Risk 

Compliance) tools that can gather data to make it speak to us and quantify things that often seem 

hard to quantify. Here again, the forward-looking aspect will take precedence over the all too often 

retrospective or current aspect. We can easily see the benefits that these tools will draw from the 

advances in mass data handling. 

Forgetting Big Data, another field that has a large amount of data in variable form is the handling of 

dealings with banks (Bank Account Management/BAM and also eBAM). The volume of information 

on bank accounts is becoming phenomenal. The multitude of accounts, of bank partners throughout 

the world, new regulatory requirements, such as EMIR, MiFID2, KYC, ISDA, etc, and the fact that 

these documents are not digitised, makes the job of managing and controlling them difficult. The 

advent of eBAM, using appropriate tools such as TIS or Equity's Visual Sign, for instance, allows us to 

incorporate this digitalized data into TMS and "payment factory" type tools, so that one day they can 

be exchanged electronically over the SWIFT network. The inflation in information to be handled 

could lead to our perdition and might push us under if we do not use IT tools, the treasurer's trusty 

helper. The challenge lies in the tricky job of interfacing multiple tools. 

 

The future lies in being able to use the data available to us 

The question at the forefront of everyone's minds is no longer that of knowing whether we have the 

information or not, but that of knowing whether we are able to use it properly. Giving treasurers the 

power of a racing car and not going up beyond second gear rather misses the point. "Business 

Intelligence" resides in the ability to extract from the data the quintessence and the information 

needed for relevant decision taking. More than ever, speed of response will be the watchword. One 

of the qualities that finance departments will require of their staff will be that of "data scientists", 

modern day mutants partway between mathematicians, statisticians and IT experts. This is 

undoubtedly one of the new areas of expertise that treasurers will have to take on board in the 

future. 

François Masquelier  

Chairman of ATEL 

 

 



 

 

The views of Jean-Louis Bertrand, Associate Professor of Finance at the “École Supérieure des Sciences 

Commerciales” in Angers 

“Finance departments today have a plethora of information available to them. Some of this can be put to work to 

make the use of financial resources more efficient.  

Previously, treasurers depended almost exclusively on their contacts in the subsidiaries to work on cash flow 

forecasts and for trying to understand the variances between forecasts and actuals. Today, Big Data offers 

finance departments an extraordinary opportunity, enabling them to model cash flows from a multiplicity of data 

gathered at all stages and from all the business's departments. Treasurers can now enter into a real dialogue 

with the subsidiaries. They are in a position to contribute, to supply the subsidiaries with filtered information, 

selected to clarify methodically, scientifically and objectively the factors that explain the difference between 

actuals and forecast. Information flows in both directions, rather than from the subsidiary to treasury department. 

Obviously, to extract the value contained in the data gathered by the business, we have to rethink our working 

methods. We have to acquire new skills. Finance Department staff must become intelligent and knowledgeable 

users of statistical modelling tools, not for the purpose of encoding algorithms and models themselves, but to be 

able to understand what the models can do, to know how to interpret the results and to be aware of the limits. 

The superabundance of data requires us to move to new methods. We need to be bold enough to question the 

old certainties and methods of the past. As Mark Twain said: “It ain't what you don't know that gets you into 

trouble. It's what you know for sure that just ain't so” 

That is the nub of the problem with Big Data.To a certain extent it has existed for decades, but what has changed 

is the 4 Vs: Volume: much more data than there was previously; Variety: a multitude of data and meta data 

associated with the initial data with, as a free gift, this data being in a multitude of formats, Velocity: direct data 

analysis, from data that comes in ever quicker, from which you are going to adjust production, stocks, orders, 

shelf stacking, promotions, etc. – ever faster. For example, it might start snowing and you receive a text message 

asking for a promotion on snow tyres; Veracity: what is the quality of the data, how do you ensure it is reliable, 

etc. There is ever more data everywhere, but it is not necessarily clear where it comes from. 

Finance department has a role to play in laying down procedures for sorting, cleaning and controlling existing 

data. The better the formal controls over this stage, the greater the saving in calculation time and storage space. 

This is an aspect that businesses are starting to find out about. What do you do with the immense quantity of 

data gathered blindly and indiscriminately? Finance department needs to become involved as quickly as possible 

and consider whether it is necessary to gather and store this data, because it comes at a high cost. It is 

estimated that 60% of Big Data projects currently in progress in businesses will fail or serve no purpose – so the 

sooner finance department becomes involved, the sooner it can stop businesses wasting financial resources on 

these projects, or alternatively direct existing IT resources better towards the creation of efficient forecasting 

tools. 

Becoming involved means understanding how "data scientists" work. One thing is for sure – there is no need to 

be a data scientist to think like a data scientist”.  


