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Watson Analytics is a cloud-based analytical software that allows users to import their own data 

or find data from other sources to be analyzed by Watson in order to detect patterns, relationships, 

anomalies, and other information about the data. In this thesis presentation I examined the major 

functionalities of Watson Analytics and its current and future uses within the accounting industry 

with the intention of surmising how this software can best be used within the industry. I also 

explain how to use the software with responsibility and integrity, as it would be possible to 

misconstrue numbers and assign fictional meanings to relationships found by Watson without 

practicing professional judgement and due care within the analysis ofWatson' s findings. 
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Process Analysis Essay 

The journey to my final thesis product was an intricate process, made even more so 

because I conducted most of my research and preparations in an abbreviated format compared 

with other students' timelines. Because I completed my undergraduate degree in three years, I 

had less time to think about an honors thesis topic and did not take it seriously until my last year 

of school. 

1 

I initially struggled to find a suitable topic to research for this thesis. Although I had been 

considering it since the start of my junior year, I never found anything meaningful. Instead, I 

cycled endlessly through a series of ideas only to find the reasons that they would not work or 

create anything fulfilling. I toyed with the idea of researching rnillennials in the workforce for a 

while, but eventually decided that topic was too bland and trite and refocused my efforts on 

finding a topic in which I had base knowledge level. 

I first came up with the idea to research Watson Analytics at the end of my first senior 

semester, in the fall of2016. I was in a class for my major, Accounting 305: Accounting 

Information Systems, in which the latest technologies and applications for accounting were 

introduced to the students. I was in the fust class to learn about Watson Analytics, as the 

software is relatively new. The professor for that class, Dr. Tiffany Westfall, was also new to 

Ball State in 2016, and ended up becoming my advisor for this project. I was very fortunate that 

Dr. Westfall taught that class that semester; otherwise, this project would not have entered my 

mind, much less been carried out to fruition. 

For those that don't know, Watson Analytics is an IBM software. than uses uploaded 

datasets from many different sources (including Excel spreadsheets, Twitter information, and 

pre-loaded data) to create graphics and visualizations and prompt other "discoveries" within the 



dataset, such as correlations or drivers, in addition to identifying patterns and related variables 

within the datasets. Watson is a powerful tool that has caught the interest of the business world, 

• particularly the world of public accounting, as its analytical capabilities could benefit multiple 

accounting services, such as audit, tax, or consultations. 

2 

After a brief introduction to the software in Dr. Westfall's class, I expanded my 

knowledge ofthe software by creating another project involving the software for my Honors 

Colloquium, Mathematical Integrity. In the project, I examined the possible misrepresentation of 

data within Watson Analytics and created a presentation based on how to avoid using the 

software irresponsibly. The presentation incorporated a book used in the colloquium, The Tiger 

that Isn't: Seeing Through a World of Numbers, written by Michael Blastland and Andrew 

Dilnot. This presentation was eventually used as a working draft for a portion of the final thesis 

presentation, as I felt the material covered for the colloquium was both relevant and important 

information to be included in the thesis. 

After completing the project in my colloquium class, I came back for what I thought 

would be my final semester of my undergraduate degree with no formal thesis plan, no advisor, 

and no motivation to complete my thesis. Although I knew it needed to be completed, I still was 

not sure that my idea would be enough to satisfy thesis requirements. After conferring with Dr. 

Stedman and other faculty who knew of my plight, I finally asked Dr. Westfall to be my advisor 

and formally submitted my thesis proposal on March 22, 2017. However, I postponed the actual 

credits for the thesis until the summer, as I had also decided to take an internship over the 

summer for class credit and move my graduation date to, July 2017. Thus, I made it my goal to 

complete the technical part of the thesis by the end of the spring semester, and then use the part 



of the summer before my internship to write the process analysis, do formatting, and finish up 

the loose ends of submitting the thesis. 

3 

Even before settling firmly on a topic, I knew that I 'wanted to do some type of creative 

project rather than writing a formal research paper. It is not that I did not want to write; on the 

contrary, I find writing easier than many of my peers and am confident that I could have written 

a formal research paper. Instead, my choice had to do with the idea that I had already increased 

my writing skill dramatically throughout college, and felt that there were other outlets of 

presentation that I hadn't worked on nearly as much or improved on as well as I desired. After 

deciding on researching Watson Analytics, I realized that it would be difficult to explain the 

many different functionalities of the software in written word, and that using pictures or 

screenshots of the software would be the most beneficial way to describe Watson' s many 

applications. I also knew that many of my upper level accounting classes had been emphasizing 

formal presentation skills. I decided to present my thesis research in a formal presentation 

because it fostered the opportunity to strengthen my presentation skills, which are appreciated in 

my field of work. 

After deciding on a presentation, I further chose to replicate a professional presentation in 

my field as best I could. I reserved a room in the Whitinger Business building with the help of 

my advisor and began consolidating my research into a PowerPoint, which served as my main 

visual aid. In truth, there was not very much outside research done-I only listed 6 websites 

outside of the actual software. The bulk of the research I did was within the Watson Analytics 

software, and the hours that I spent learning its functionality were far too many to count

definitely in the hundreds, though. 



As I went through the software and began compiling the presentation, I determined the 

three main topics I wanted to discuss: an introduction to Watson Analytics, in which I would 

explain how it works and its biggest functionalities; the most prominent uses for Watson 

Analytics within the accounting profession and possible future uses; and how to use Watson 

Analytics with integrity and present research findings properly and without misrepresenting the 

information. I initially estimated that each section would take approximately 30 minutes to 

present, although the final presentation was closer to 20 or 25 minutes per section for a total 

presentation length of one hour and 10 minutes. 

4 

In the first section of the presentation, I focused on effectively introducing the software to 

new users. I had only been working with the software for around 6 months and remembered the 

learning curve that applied to my first few sessions with the software. I further divided this part 

of the presentation into the three main functionalities, or tabs, of the homepage, which were 

Data, Discovery, and Display. By breaking the software down into specific tabs and pages it was 

easier to explain to someone who had never worked with the software before. 

Additionally, breaking it in to smaller pieces made it easier for me to remember my 

talking points for each slide. I do not usually use notecards with a presentation, and a formal 

business presentation such as this one was definitely not a place to start using notecards. I was 

initially intimidated by speaking for more than an hour with no notes to go off of, but by 

breaking the presentation down into five-to-ten minute sections I was able to work to memorize 

the information and present it smoothly and aid-free. 

I continued breaking the presentation down like that for the next section, about Watson 

Analytics' current and future uses in accounting. I started with the two current uses that I knew 

of, H&R Block and KPMG, as the first mini-section. Then I moved into possible future uses that 
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I thought were areas of opportunity for IBM to explore. This middle section was the most 

difficult part of the presentation for me, not only because it was the part I knew the least about 

going into the project, but also because it was the part that was the most technical in nature. 

Watson's uses within these partnerships are somewhat private, as the companies want to keep 

their competitive advantages secret from their competitors. Still, with thorough outside research, 

I was able to find enough information to explain the partnerships in a manner that the audience 

understood. 

The third section of the presentation was the easiest of the sections, as it drew heavily 

from the project that I had completed for my Honors Colloquium class the semester before. 

However, I modified the presentation to include graphics that I had shown in the first part of the 

presentation, for continuity and ease of explanation. I also trimmed down the parts of the 

presentation that were solely in connection with The Tiger That Isn't, although I left the 

reference to the book and some of the connections that were easiest to explain. 

Overall, my preparation for the presentation was very intense and quickly executed. As I 

had only 4 weeks from the submission of my proposal to my formal presentation, I had weekly 

meetings with my advisor, in which I presented one of the three sections every week before 

putting them all together in the final practice session. During these meetings, Dr. Westfall took 

notes and then gave me feedback and advice to improve my presentation, combining the 

processes of editing my presentation with my practice of the performance. 

My final practice session was exactly a week before my presentation, and I scheduled 

time in the room that I would be presenting in, WB 300, in order to familiarize myself with the 

space and the technology. After the practice session, Dr. Westfall told me that she did not have 



any notes for me, that it had come together very well, and to relax a little bit and rest up before 

the big presentation. 
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My presentation went by so fast that I barely remember it. Thankfully, I had the presence 

of mind to get a friend to record the presentation on a video recorder I borrowed from the library, 

so I can look back on it and remember how it went. (See the supplemental materials for a flash 

drive containing the recording of my presentation and the PowerPoint presentation.) The things I 

do remember are mostly to do with the audience. There were eight people in attendance, which at 

first seems like a small number, but is actually decent for a student presentation the week before 

finals. During the week before my presentation, I attended a presentation given by a professor 

that had five students and one professor in attendance. At my presentation, there were four 

professors, all from my department, and four students, two of which were my friends and two of 

which came for extra credit graciously offered by their professors. 

The most enlightening part of the presentation was the amount of audience interaction. 

When I imagined my presentation beforehand, I had always assumed that any questions would 

be asked at the end of the presentation, but in reality, questions were asked all throughout the 

presentation. I believe all of the questions came from professors, and all of them were questions 

that I understood and did my best to answer, with the help of Dr. Westfall on occasion. 

My biggest regret from the presentation is in how I handled some ofthe questions. I 

believe that I did a decent job answering most of them, but after each question, I said "anyway" 

and got back into presentation mode. In hindsight, I realize that saying "anyway" made it sound 

as though I was brushing off the question or treating it as a distraction, instead of appreciating it 

as I really did in my mind. I realized this on my very last question from the audience, but by then 

the damage had been done, and one of the professors who offered feedback at the end of the 
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presentation even brought this to my attention. Thankfully, none of them took it personally, and I 

can fix the mistake for any future presentations. 

Overall, this was definitely a learning experience and something that I am1 grateful that I 

did. I learned about time management, more so than ever before because of the abbreviated time 

line. I learned not to underestimate myself, as there were a few who doubted my ability to put 

together a professional presentation in such a short amount of time, one of whom came to me 

after my presentation and said that he was sorry he doubted me and that I made him "eat his 

words." I reinforced what I already knew about breaking huge responsibilities into bite-sized, 

manageable chunks, as it becomes much easier to manage. Finally, I learned about the power of 

mentorship, and the difference made by having people to look up to and who care about your 

success. I am so thankful for the opportunity to complete this project and am proud of my 

accomplishments, and I know that this thesis has made me a better student, professional, and 

person. 
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