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SUMMARY  

• There are challenges around how to access data and apply meaning to all of the various types of it that you are 
capturing 

• Many insurers struggle with their legacy systems that weren’t designed to handle data for non-traditional assets 

• Companies should focus on their core competencies and partner with a provider whose business it is to provide 
analytical and infrastructure support 

• Software-as-a-Service is starting to eliminate many of the issues that have plagued insurers’ IT department in the 
past 

 
Interviewer: David Grana, Head of Production, Clear Path Analysis 
Interviewee: Chris Dvorak, Head of Insurance Solutions, Northern Trust and David Williams, Vice President of 
Marketing, Analytics Portfolio, SAP 
 
David Grana: What are the top challenges companies have with data aggregation and reporting to their 
various stakeholders? Are there challenges specific to insurers? 

David Williams: There are a number of challenges, one of them the amount of data. Today, there is more data than 
ever before, but also, there are many different types of data that organizations. And they want to use as part of their 
decision making to ultimately perform better. An example of this is the large amount of operational data that comes 
from various systems and records. There is data that you can capture, called experiential data, wherewe are seeing 
more and more companies competing. They are using this data to factor in decision making and for improving 
performance. 

There are challenges around how you access data and how do you apply meaning to all of the various types that you 
are capturing. Data quality is also an issue, particularly when it comes to trusting it for decision making. 

There are organizations who are making information more pervasive and usable across the enterprise, in order to 
drive decisions. You can look at this like a math equation, where you have amount x, quality x, usage, equals a 
particular value. And if any of these are zero, then you end up with zero value out of your data. 

All of these elements are very important when it comes down to data reporting and, ultimately, decision making. 

Chris Dvorak: The primary challenges our clients experience are data timing and accuracy. As reporting turnaround 
times shorten, we are delivering data more quickly, and this also shortens the timeframe to analyze the data we 
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provide. It is important to provide data quickly, but just as important is data accuracy, particularly with the complexity 
of the assets that are being traded within client portfolios. 

Within the insurance industry, an increasing amount of data flows between disparate systems both within an 
organization and from outside providers, requiring the ability to manage multiple data feeds, normalize the data, and 
systematically produce control reports for analysis. This is where time is of the essence. You need to meet these 
deliverables, and a firm’s ability to rely on the right technology to ensure data integrity is paramount. 
 
Another issue that has been prevalent within the insurance space is the complex emerging regulatory environment. 
This can result in divergent reporting differences that must be reconciled across financial statements. Keeping up with 
these changes is critical and requires technology that is flexible. The challenges are definitely there when it comes to 
consuming the data, processing it, and ensuring its integrity before the deliverables are sent out – in a shortened time 
frame. 
 
David Grana: What about the increase in non-traditional and illiquid asset classes – how are your clients 
managing the challenges with accurate reporting and analysis of these assets? 
 
Chris: With the need to achieve yield, these products have significantly increased in popularity in recent years. Large 
insurance companies have utilized these asset classes for many years, and we are now seeing small to medium-
sized insurance companies trade these more heavily. When investing in illiquid assets, companies need to be able to 
handle all facets of the trade life cycle, from trade capture, life cycle event processing, valuation, and, finally, the 
accurate representation within the financial cycle. 
 
Many insurers struggle with their legacy systems that weren’t designed to handle non-traditional assets. As a result, 
they’ve added staff to support legacy systems, which is not the optimal approach. Others have purchased new 
systems, or they have partnered with a provider to handle the complex assets. 
 
David Grana: Do companies try to build their own data analytics infrastructure, and have they been able to 
successfully aggregate and prepare data for accurate decision making? What are features of new analytics 
platforms that can help in the decision-making process? 
 
David: We do see companies who try and build their own infrastructure, or at least have done so in the past. What 
tends to happen, however, is that they hit a wall when challenges arise from attempting scalability of the platform. The 
performance starts to bog down, security challenges start to present themselves, and data quality can be problematic, 
as often, there is no documentation. Depending upon how it has been stove piped together, and who has done it, if 
that specific person or team leaves, the maintenance of this these systems can become a challenge. There is also the 
issue of sensibility, which is the ability for it to connect with, or integrate with, other systems. Lack of capabilities is 
another challenge, depending on how it has been constructed. It can be limited when it comes to scope of 
functionality. 
 
Around this issue, we often see a heavy and pervasive use of stand-alone spreadsheets. We call this spreadsheet 
hell – where you are buried in spreadsheets, spending countless hours manually aggregating them. There is usually 
no process around it, you have security issues, and it is common to see people emailing spreadsheets within and 
outside the company. These are becoming tough challenges, particularly as an organization starts to grow, which is 
what you hope to have happen. 
 
There are tools that we see in new analytic platforms, which are really helping to alleviate some of these issues. This 
is why you want to go with a modern analytic platform, such as our product SAP analytics Cloud. What we set out to 
do with our product is to bring all of the capabilities that you would need to make data driven decisions in one place. 
With it, you wouldn’t need to have a separate BI reporting tool, advanced analytics product, advanced planning 
forecasting tool, and then have to stich these all together and move data between the three, as well as your system of 
records. 
 
Not only this, but you bring it on to a secure, scalable platform, and then we deliver it as a software of service, so that 
you as a user don’t need to worry about building and maintaining it. You get all the extended capabilities that you can 
use very quickly. And it isn’t just about the capabilities, but about those that can be used by everyone, versus a select 
few. 



3 Asset Servicing at Asset Servicing at Northern Trust 

NEW DATA VISUALIZATION ENABLES BETTER DECISION MAKING 

  

You see, this now within the hottest area of technology, which is AI machinery. This is an area that is constantly on 
people’s minds. It’s about using its scalabilities to outperform the competition and be more efficient. What people may 
not know is that a lot of these capabilities have been around for a very long time and are not all that new. What is 
changing is the ability to make these capabilities more usable, and embedding them into an existing process that can 
be leveraged. You want to be able to get maximum usage and utility out of data information within and outside of your 
organization. 
 
It is about getting it more in the hands of information workers and business analysts, versus only being available for 
more technical staff or data scientists. We wrap this up into what we call augmented analytics, which is about 
augmenting manual processes, enhancing insights, with items, such as dynamically generated texts. So rather than 
just looking at a chart, the system can tell you whether there are salient points in your data, automatically discovering 
the root cause of what is driving a KP, or being able to search for information like you would in a search engine. This 
is preferable to having to use some kind of lengthy statement or sequel script. 
 
These are all capabilities that a modern analytics platform provides, as opposed to trying to do this on some legacy, 
cobbled together, stovepipe infrastructure. 
 
Chris: Our mentality has been such that companies should focus on their core competencies and partner with a 
provider whose business it is to provide analytical and infrastructure support. When you consider the number of 
streams of data that are produced by both their internal systems, which could be proprietary or licensed or purchased, 
as well as the external feeds of data, you need to have a systems platform that can handle all of this information in a 
holistic way. 
 
The series of data issues that can present themselves, from data formatting, incomplete data, human error, data 
consolidation across disparate systems, etc., are all issues that must be minimized, or hopefully eliminated. 
 
The goal is for a firm to quickly and accurately aggregate its data to make meaningful business decisions. This can be 
accomplished with the right technology, which can systematically interrogate the data through anything from 
customized data quality rules, to the augmented data analytics. We need systems to do the processing work so that 
we can do the further analysis. That way, we can focus on what is truly material to making informed decisions. 
 
David Grana: What are the qualities/features of an insurance investment accounting system that are the most 
highly requested from your clients? 
 
Chris: From an investment accounting platform standpoint, it is commonly about how clients want data represented 
today. There is no question that the ability to query the data is important. They want a platform, web-based or visual 
design, which will give them access to their data. They have no problem when it comes to phoning in and asking 
questions, but they like to have the ability to query the data themselves. 
 
They also want a customized solution and are not looking for anything that is standardized. From an accounting policy 
standpoint, clients have specific needs. They are looking for customized solutions with a system that has this 
capability and functionality. 
 
They are also looking for consulting to enhance the data coming out of the systems. In addition, they look for a level 
of expertise to understand what is going on in the marketplace and the changes in regulatory requirements. 
 
Another item is around timing and the need for immediate access to their data, which I mentioned previously. There is 
no question that across our client base we are consistently asked to have data ready more quickly, in an accurate 
manner, and in a custom format. 
 
David: Yes, the real time aspect is key. This is where having live connections into the system of record by your 
analytics solution is important. Even more pervasively around the entire accounting process, we are looking to see 
how we get to a more continuous accounting process, versus everything being jammed up at the end of a period, 
which is still typically what happens. 
 
The question is how can you get your accounting processes to mirror how your business runs? And, can you actually 
do it real time, whereby you can literally look at the data or what is likely going to happen before the period closes and 
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actually do something about? This live time issue is critical even beyond just the financial services and insurance 
industries. 
 
David Grana: In your experience, are companies looking at new ways to access their data? If so, what 
formats do they prefer the most often? And is there anything specific insurers are looking for? 
 
David: Yes, companies are looking at new ways to access and leverage it. Ultimately, it’s to improve performance. It 
does, however, depend on the role of the person. For instance, an executive-level or board- level person may want to 
see very high-level summaries of the key indicators across the business. We actually created a product called the 
SAP Digital Boardroom, which is an app that has been built on top of our analytics cloud product that provides a high-
level, summary view of real time data, only it goes further. 
 
What tends to happen in executive meetings is that the what happens if question comes up. Traditionally, you would 
have thought the question in advance, and perhaps constructed a query or view of data on that. But, you never get it 
all, so the CFO will then have to come back to them, because the question hasn’t been thought up in advance. 
 
With the digital boardroom, we have the ability to run forward-looking simulations on key business drivers visually. 
You can see them on a screen and are able to interact with the likes of Microsoft Surface Hub, LG, and Samsung. In 
a meeting, it means that you can actually look at those high-level views, drill into them to get forward looking 
simulations directly in the moment, and no longer have to say that you’ll get back to someone. 
 
This is one example of how certain stakeholders want to interact and experience the data. Others may be more 
analysts, such as business or financial analysts, who need to be able to drill down into lower levels of detail. They 
may need to carry out more extensive financial planning and modelling. 
 
Others may want to be able to access data on their mobile devices, such as when they are on the on the road or 
working remotely. They may need to get some basic use of the data or have input to value directly through their 
mobile device. 
  
We are certainly seeing companies looking at new ways to leverage this data. Once you get it all together, it is about 
how you can use all of the various methods to support all of the different stakeholders within and outside of your 
organization, as well as throughout the broader stakeholder community and eco system. 
 
Chris: There is no question that an evolution has been happening, and continues to happen, around reporting across 
both timing and means of delivery. Data needs to be made available in real time, since next day delivery is no longer 
acceptable for the vast majority of data. While standard CSV, PDF or Excel reporting is still being delivered via 
portals, these delivery formats continue to decrease in popularity. This is occurring because clients now have access 
to platforms for digital reporting, which provides dashboards with customized views to enhance their experience. They 
are now seeing daily how they want their data presented to them, so it should be seamless. 
 
Dashboards allow for drilldown analysis of underlying data, as well as a comparison of data across time periods. 
Think about the fact that 5-10 years ago, being able to compare reporting periods versus prior reporting periods in a 
thoughtful and systematic way simply didn’t exist. In the past, you were cutting and pasting Excel files and doing look-
ups. 
 
This is why we have partnered with SAP to provide our clients with SAP Analytics Cloud. We feel it is the optimal 
digital reporting experience, since it enhances timing, customization, and drilldown analysis. SAP’s Digital Boardroom 
application is exactly what our clients are looking to consume, from a data perspective. 
 
David: There are some areas where, not too long ago, they were very difficult to perform. For instance, if you are in a 
financial planning and analysis role, you need to have the ability to do planning, modelling and be able to access data 
for items such as variance analysis. This used to be very hard to do. You would have needed to use separate tools, 
pull and stitch it together, and copy and paste it to a spreadsheet or PowerPoint. Now, we have managed to bring it 
into an all-in-one analytics platform that meets the needs of all of these different stakeholders, whether they are at the 
management level, business analysts, operations, or finance. 
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David Grana: Have companies experienced challenges with integrating their legacy systems with new 
software and if so, what solutions are there to make data available for analysis and reporting in a suitable 
format? 
 
David: There are certainly challenges when trying to integrate various systems, whether they are legacy or not. An 
organization will have multiple systems of record or data repositories that they use to pull data from, in order to make 
decisions. 
 
New software does help, whether it is in areas like providing live connections or pre-built connectors to certain 
systems which allow you to leverage meta and master data that is already developed, versus having to recreate it. 
 
There are a number of different ways that you can get access to this different data, whether it resides in a repository 
or if it is sitting in a system of record. This is certainly something that we are doing with analytics cloud. where we are 
providing live connections to other systems, as well as bringing together data and analytics that allow for the ability to 
consume it through the analytic front end. 
 
Chris: Converting from a legacy to a new system is rarely a success story. The ability to retire a legacy platform is 
expensive and time consuming. Companies start to put the decision off until there is a need, for example for 
regulatory reasons, or if there is a change in staff. In order to carry it out, you need planning and execution. 
Surrounding the process with experienced professionals and robust, flexible technology to interrogate and validate 
the data as it is executed upon is critical. 
 
We have seen this with our clients many times, and it needs to be handled by people who do it day in and day out. It 
requires people who fully understand the business, as well as the technology. It is also about having the capital to get 
it done, and the right people in the leadership to see the vision and make it happen. 
 
David: What about cloud initiatives? Are your clients looking for cloud- based solutions and why? 
 
Chris: It isn’t only within the insurance industry, but more holistically across the investment industry that clients have 
expressed positive perception around cloud-based applications. They view cloud as providing better performance with 
more capacity, and an environment that allows for quicker deployment of enhancements. 
 
Some industries are further ahead than others, and for some, a good portion of their applications are on the cloud. 
For many of these companies, this will be the first time that they have not had full control of data within their walls and 
on their servers. They are likely sending it out to a cloud that is probably hosted by one of the larger providers. 
Getting everyone aligned from a leadership perspective is critical to form an understanding and appreciation to know 
what it can mean for the business. 
 
David: One of the key issues with software-as-a-service is that it is the end of these migrations. What now happens is 
that all the management of the infrastructure or system is done on the vendor’s side. This means it is starting to 
eliminate the issues that have plagued us in the past. It has allowed us to quickly funnel in new innovation. 
 
With analytics clouds, we have quarterly releases, where we funnel in innovations. Even for some customers who are 
on a bi-weekly enhancement cycle, this means that the ability for them to funnel in capabilities faster than it has ever 
been done before is critical. 
 
You then have a number of value propositions of using software-as-a- service. You find the value much easier to 
manage, quicker access to all of the new capabilities, and a cost difference. You end up moving away from a capex 
model of purchasing software licences that have a high upfront cost to more of an opex model, where you treat the 
payment of your software. These are all factors that are driving SaaS across every single industry. Of course, each 
industry will have their own regulations and nuances that they have to adhere to, but this can be tailored to meet their 
requirements. 
 
There are, of course, those who will be uncomfortable with the idea of not having full control of their data. But I see it 
more as we keep our money in a bank and not under the mattress. The bank is built for security and to store data, 
versus your mattress. This helps to get your mind around the concept that these cloud providers are likely way better 
and more secure than what your own efforts would be to secure your data yourself. 
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Many breaches that occur are because someone took their laptop with some files on it and left it at the bar or 
restaurant. The security element is more a change of perception with SaaS and cloud providers. 
 
David Grana: What trends in technology innovation do you see today and how will these shape the future? 
 
Chris: At Northern Trust, we strive to be at the forefront of the industry across all facets of our business. Our research 
and development across technologies such as blockchain, robotics, cognitive computing, AI, and data analytics are 
allowing us to provide more value to our clients. 
 
The robotics area within our business has been really interesting to see as it has developed. We have been able to 
implement this in many different ways. Blockchain is getting a lot of attention across all industries, and this is another 
area where Northern Trust is leading the way. Taking tasks that can be quite repetitive and straightforward and 
making them more efficient is a focus for us. 
 
Our technology strategy supports all of our product innovation initiatives. A key focus of that strategy is to become 
more digital. The amount of capital that we have spent in the past and budgeted for the future will allow us to stay 
ahead of our competitors in this area. 
 
David: What is really exciting for the trends we are seeing is how leveraged these new intelligent technologies are, 
whether it is blockchain, AI, or machine learning. We are going to start to see these capabilities become inherently 
threaded and woven into standard business processes and system of records and making them more pervasive. 
 
They are also bringing capabilities closer together on rich platforms, such as bringing data and analytics closer 
together and providing augmented analytics capabilities. These capabilities will give faster and better insights out of 
data, which ultimately allows for better decisions that improve how to deliver to your customers. 
 
You are going to see a lot of investments and enhancements around making these abilities pervasive and useable. 
This is a trend that is already in motion and is already happening. The future comes a lot closer when it comes to 
technology, when it comes to the pace of innovation. Usability is one part of having technology, with the second part 
being having it add value. 
 
David Grana: Thank you both for sharing your thoughts on this topic. 
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