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As a leading provider of enterprise cloud applications for finance, 
planning, and HR, Workday is proud to sponsor the AFP® FP&A 
Guide to Becoming a Value-focused Finance Organization. 
This report helps FP&A establish benchmarks for the industry, 
providing insight into where the finance function is today and 
where it’s going.

The rapid pace of change in today’s world has raised the stakes. 
To quote Bryan Lapidus, FPAC - “The finance organization has 
been in flux..., striving to expand its role from financial control 
to a partner that contributes quantitative and strategic acumen 
to drive the business forward.”  Organizations that embrace a 
value-focused finance strategy will open the way to success. 
Fortunately, planning and analytics in real-time can enable 
businesses to be more agile, value-focused, and create a 
competitive advantage in a changing world. 

Throughout the pandemic, we’ve seen our customers around the 
globe fundamentally change the way their businesses operate. 
Forecasting has shifted from yearly or quarterly to weekly or 
daily. We’ve embraced uncertainty and used it to our advantage 
with continuous and company-wide planning. Automation has 
been embedded to ease data integration and visualization, FP&A 
professionals are using machine learning and other predictive 
techniques to plan, forecast, and communicate at new speeds, 
leaving more time to bring insights and value to organizations.

As you navigate change and look for ways to increase value and 
agility, we hope the findings in this report empower you to build 
the best path forward. 

https://www.workday.com/
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INTRODUCTION
What type of finance organization do we want to be?

The finance organization has been in flux for decades, striving to expand its role from 
financial control to a partner that contributes quantitative and strategic acumen to drive 
the business forward. This guide presents several pathways to address these challenges, 
as articulated by global finance thought leaders, along three broad themes.

Defining the finance organization’s mission and aspiration starts from the top and should 
run through the DNA of the entire enterprise. Start with the choice — and implications — 
of a control-focused versus a value-focused finance team, and then have the board and 
CEO create a mandate for the CFO to fulfill the desired vision. 

Finance needs to own this decision and establish an operating model that structures our 
work and tasks toward the business rather than “finance for the sake of finance.” And we 
need to make some changes in ourselves, concentrating on how we manage ourselves 
and our teams — after all, no one wakes up and suddenly becomes a trusted advisor and 
business partner.

Are you ready to become a value-focused finance organization? Let’s get started. 
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DEFINE 
FINANCE’S 
MISSION 
AND 
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THE CONTROL-FOCUSED VERSUS  
VALUE-FOCUSED CFO 
–Bryan Lapidus, FPAC, Director of the FP&A Practice, Association for Financial Professionals

There is one critical question that will guide how 
financial leadership creates value within the company, 
and how we create value through our teams: What 
type of finance organization do we want to be?

Companies can answer this question narrowly by 
defining finance as a base-level, control-focused 
organization that satisfies fiduciary duties — meeting 
the operational capital flows while completing the 
accounting, legal and compliance requirements 
that satisfy the board, auditors, shareholders and 
regulators. The costs incurred to deliver these services 
are overhead, frequently allocated to the business like 
a tax on their P&L statements. 

Over the long-term, this limited scope often means 
control-focused CFOs are cost-focused CFOs. It 
is difficult to create a business case to invest in a 
cost center, so automation is justified as headcount 
reductions, investment in individuals is limited, and 

their organizations exhibit a limited ability to attract 
talent. Worst of all, missed opportunities to support 
the business. 

Alternatively, value-focused CFOs expand 
opportunities for the enterprise. Finance can apply 
its expertise to create and service internal customers, 
bringing to business operations the quantitative 
methods, critical analysis, and even that skepticism 
inherent in finance DNA. Value-focused CFOs 
recognize that automation will continue to drive down 
costs on both the control side and value-creation side, 
but automation helps to gain new capabilities to unlock 
that value. 

Most AFP members see this as exciting — a path that 
is creative, exploratory, and which prizes the finance 
skills we have honed for so many years. In fact, a 
focus on value over control has underpinned the call 
for finance to be a strategic business partner.

•	  Requirements: Meet our fiduciary 
obligations at the lowest cost
•	 Financial reporting, accounting, 

satisfying auditors and 
regulators

•	  External customers, external value
•	 Increasing automation and 

attrition to drive down cost 
•	  Narrowing career path proves 

difficult to attract and retain talent

	+  Benefits: Apply financial expertise 
for benefit of “customers”
•	 Applying financial and 

quantitative methods to become 
a trusted advisor to the business.

	+  Internal customers, unlimited value
•	 Increasing automation will drive 

down costs, focus on business 
partners and unlock value 

•	  Expansive career path offers 
growth opportunities

CONTROL-FOCUSED VERSUS VALUE-FOCUSED FINANCE

CONTROL-
FOCUSED
FINANCE

VALUE-
FOCUSED
FINANCE

+

+
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The CFO of a Fortune 500 company shared this 
insight and question as he settled into his new role. 
In AFP’s research, the answer is a definitive “yes!” 
Business operating units are telling our members 

that they want more: bigger data, better insights, 
faster delivery, and more of everything.1 

We also see that most CFOs want to deliver on this 
opportunity. A recent Oliver Wyman survey of chief 
financial officers showed that 70% described their 
role as “true strategic advisor to the business.”2 The 
experience of the coronavirus pandemic brought 
cash management, planning agility and positional 
reporting to the forefront for the entire management 
team. Still, a disconnect exists as finance functions 
struggle to step out from their traditional roles to 
become that value-added advisor. 

Moving from a control-focused (cost) to a value-
focused finance function starts with a vision of what 
is possible. 

1	 FP&A COVID-19 Survey: Additional Visibility For FP&A, by Bryan Lapidus. Association for Financial Professionals. May 2020. 
2	 Unlocking the Strategic Minded CFO, by John Thompson and Pippa Black. Oliver Wyman, October 2020.

“‘Strategic partner’ is an 
over-used term. Does 
the business really want 
this, and is the CFO 
ready to deliver it?” 

https://www.afponline.org/ideas-inspiration/topics/articles/Details/fp-a-covid-19-survey-additional-visibility-for-fp-a
https://www.oliverwyman.com/our-expertise/insights/2020/oct/the-future-of-finance-series-unlocking-the-strategic-minded-cfo.html
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THE MANDATE: DEFINING CFO VALUE  
AT THE TOP
–Tracy Butler, CFO, Sound Transit

The CEO and the board need to define the type of 
value they want the CFO to deliver, then support 
the CFO in delivering it. Defining the aspiration for 
finance, and making sure leaders share that view, 
requires leadership and effort from the highest levels 
of the organization. CFOs needs to understand 
current business needs, long-term priorities and the 
CEO’s mandate for them, then organize the CFO 
department accordingly. 

Sometimes the CEO and board define CFO value 
specifically within the finance domain. There may 
be “burning fire” issues that demand immediate 
attention, such as not having a clean audit, or 
lack of transparent and on-time reporting. Some 
companies may require capital markets and capital 
raise expertise, while others require cost-cutting and 
restructuring experience. However, even while putting 
out near-term fires, the finance organization needs 
to help the business invest in long-term success 
through resource allocation, decision support, and 
by positioning the business in a proactive stance 
to consumer and financial markets. This requires 
coordination and alignment across the enterprise. 

The CEO sets the tone for collaboration and 
opens doors for business partnerships, which then 
become operating processes and cultural norms. 
For example, at my company, every year when we 
kick off the budget, I ask the CEO to address the 
entire organization and express what he wants and 
expects. Hearing this from the CEO brings everyone 
into alignment, and empowers my staff to do their 
best, and often toughest, work. Without this, even 
the slightest disconnect between the message I give 
and what the CEO wants would lead to confusion, 
resistance, excess churning, and a lack of overall 
success. 

CEOs need to commit to making an investment in 
the finance organization; again, alignment is key. 
CFOs do not have a magic wand to wave and declare, 

“Finance is a business partner!” This evolution requires 
vision, a multi-year roadmap, committed funding, 
process changes, training and/or hiring for the right 
skill set and education and advocacy throughout the 
organization. Absent this support and alignment, the 
CFO risks wasting time and resources, getting halfway 
through the project and having funding reallocated to 
other efforts, and discouraging the team.

Peter Drucker said, “The purpose of business is to 
create a customer; [therefore] the business enterprise 
has two basic functions: marketing and innovation.” 
Finance can take this to heart by innovating —
expanding and reprioritizing the scope of services 
we provide, and delivering them in effective and 
meaningful processes — and by marketing our 
aspiration and services. 

The CFO needs to advocate for finance and educate 
the board and the CEO of the value the finance 
organization can provide. The finance organization 
should promote its value-based vision to demonstrate 
the value and the insights we could generate, to 
create demand for our services by showing how we 
enhance decisions, enable growth, and demonstrate 
our motivation to make our customers more 
successful. 

To maximize value, partnership should be an 
organization-wide goal. FP&A is often the group 
closest to the business and drives much of the 
partnership effort; this group needs to ensure our 
reporting and insights go beyond the general ledger 
and P&L variances to include the operational metrics 
that matter to them. In addition, our partners want 
access to the entire set finance expertise, and CFOs 
need to figure out how to bring that up to the surface. 

To be a value-adding organization, we in finance need 
to change our mindset and measure qualitative and 
quantitative factors that align with long-term goals. 
Alignment comes with partnership, and alignment 
starts at the top.
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THE MINDSET: FROM COST CENTER TO 
PROFIT DRIVER
–Anders Liu-Lindberg, Partner & COO, Business Partnering Institute

We in finance need to change our mindset from being a cost center to being a profit driver for the business. Here 
are five mental transitions that FP&A must make to shift its mindset.

How do I minimize the cost of finance? è How do I maximize business value?

A cost center mindset asks about minimizing the cost of finance FP&A as a percentage of revenue, combing 
through benchmark and peer surveys for the right size. While this has successfully driven down the cost of 
finance, it has led us astray. We should focus on the value of FP&A, the value that we can drive. We want the 
executive management team asking to increase investment in finance because we drive more value — sales and 
profit — than other parts of the organization. 

What explains our financial performance? è How can we improve future performance?

We are stuck in the financials, collecting the data, and often not delivering anything on it. We are explaining 
finance performance, which is backward-looking and historical. Instead, identify your key drivers. If business 
metrics move in the same direction as financial performance, then spend 90% of your time looking at those 
leading indicators. If they contradict, do the analysis to figure out what is going wrong. 

How do we eliminate risks? è Which are the right risks to take?

We have been stuck in the mindset that risk is bad, as if removing risk from business will allow us to breathe 
more easily. But we also know that risk and reward go together, so the correct question to ask is: Which are 
the right risks to take? How do we maximize the rewards — profits, market share, etc. — given the risks we are 
taking? Then, having made our choice, we add value by monitoring and mitigating risks where we can.

Value through data and reporting. è Value through relevant insights.

We conflated value with volume. We have been so focused on providing numbers, then crunching more data 
to provide daily, weekly and monthly numbers, and handing it off by saying, “You do with it what you want. I’ve 
provided my part of the deal.” But that does not get a high return on anyone’s time or effort. 

Value comes from insight. When we have information or apply analytical methods to produce actionable 
intelligence, our business partners can make better decisions — which opens a very wide playing field for FP&A.

I succeed by reaching own objectives. è I succeed by helping others succeed.

Our objectives have been inwardly focused: More data, a fancy new report, and faster finance processes lead to 
great annual reviews, but the business could be failing to hit its goals. Finance is created because of the business, 
and their success becomes our own. Set FP&A goals around business success, then deploy people and resources 
to meet the goals. 
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ESTABLISH AN 
OPERATING 
MODEL
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The Strategist The Gatekeeper The Operator The Change Agent

How do I support the 
enterprise on bet-the-
company-decisions/
events?

How do I maximize 
the impact of finance 
in supporting business 
lines? 

How do I create 
meaningful, efficient 
strategic planning 
discipline?

How can I stay on top of 
the evolving regulatory 
landscape?

How can I improve the 
way we manage risk? 

How can we optimize 
processes to improve 
the quality and speed 
of financial decision-
making? 

How do I change my 
operating model to 
improve the efficiency 
and effectiveness of 
finance? 

How can technology 
improve the way finance 
serves the enterprise? 

What is the best 
organizational structure 
for finance in the next 
3 to 5 years, and how 
will the team’s role be 
redefined and change? 

How can we leverage 
data and technology 
to survive/lead digital 
disruption? 

HOW FINANCE STRUCTURES  
THE PARTNERSHIP
–John Thompson, Partner, Oliver Wyman & Bryan Lapidus, FPAC, Director of FP&A Practice, AFP

Finance can promote its value-based vision by showing how we enhance decisions and by demonstrating our 
motivation to make our customers more successful. Advocating for a strategic role, CFOs can scope their 
mandate by describing where and how they can offer support to the business. 

The table below presents personas for CFOs to describe their roles and potential value-added support.

From these personas, finance should think about the 
following five pillars of fulfilling their partnership 
roles. 

1. Operating model 
Key question: Is the operating unit (OU) able 
to engage with finance with ease and great 
effectiveness? The operating model defines the way 
finance engages and interacts with the business, such 
as shared services, centers of excellence, account 

representative, and others. Some specialized finance 
practitioners (e.g., international tax accounting) 
may be buried deep and rarely meet the business; 
they tend to conduct “finance for other finance 
professionals.” Bringing their expertise to interface the 
business may require additional effort. 

2. Business acumen 
Key question: Does finance understand the business 
and add value in the OU’s pursuit of its strategic 
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objectives? Our interviews with CFOs produced 
comments such as, “This is the most important skill,” 
and “This is the area where most finance functions 
are the weakest.” The operating units want finance to 
have curiosity to learn about the business, including 
goals, metrics and data structures, then to align 
insights that meet those goals. Working in reverse, 
finance can map the larger corporate or investor 
community’s views down to business units and tasks 
to show how they tie together. 

3. Analytical capabilities and  
decision support
Key question: Does the OU receive insights from 
finance that help make decisions to better allocate 
resources and improve business outcomes? This area 
includes both the tools and methods for finance to 
play a partnership role. CFOs we have spoken with 
indicated that operating units want finance to get 
beyond reporting the news and instead quickly show 
results that help the company make money. With 
new sources and volumes of data, finance is hiring 
technology and data professionals directly onto 
the team, but it is unclear how this will affect the 
development of finance and business insight. 

4. Collaboration
Key question: Do designated individuals within finance 
connect, collaborate and communicate well with 
your team? Going beyond the work itself, this area of 
inquiry involves the interpersonal relations between 
finance staff and the operating units. Creating 
individual connections, taking creative approaches 
to problems, and establishing trust are all key to 
developing influence. 

5. Information delivery
Key question: Does finance provide information of 
high quality (e.g., trustworthy, reconciled, matches 
other information being used)? Performance 
management is a core competency and basic role 
of the CFO. For management reporting, this is the 
source of all good and evil. “A chef would never make 
soup with dirty water; we can’t make useful insights 
with bad data,” said one executive. Finance must look 
at data management as a critical component of their 
capability, and getting this right includes both delivery 
and usability of trustworthy data.
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What’s really causing you the brain drain, the capacity 
drain, in your organization? Doing low-impact work. 
Instead, imagine what you could do if your FP&A 
resources had an extra two or three hours a day. Here 
are some ideas to help get you there.

•	 Complete a budget or a forecast in a few days 
versus 30 days. Those long, iterative, never-ending 
budget discussions and reconciliations, that very 
long forecasting process, and the very long closing 
processes often are not focused on items that 
drive the business.

•	 Calibrate your level of service. We sometimes 
offer “white glove” service where we maximize 
our response to every question that comes in. 
Instead, help our leaders and business partners 
to understand the work that goes into providing 
some of those reports and analyses, or provide 
a rapid, directional answer, and then ask if they 
want further refinements. I had a client CFO send 

a “just curious” email to an FP&A team member on 
a Thursday just before boarding a flight. He had 
no idea the team worked through the weekend to 
get him a detailed response on Monday — and the 
team didn’t tell him because they were afraid of 
appearing less-than-on-top of their business.

•	 Negotiate for better terms. I think FP&A can say: 
“We have an offer for you. We propose doing less 
of X that is gobbling up 50 to 70% of our day, and 
instead reallocate that time to provide you with 
better insights to help you manage the business 
and understand risks and opportunities. Are you 
interested?”

•	 Focus on materiality. Focus on 10 or 15 metrics, 
drivers of profit, that really matter to shareholders, 
customers and stakeholders. Stop the variance 
analysis on things that are less than a certain 
threshold; stop running 50 pages of metrics, 
supporting reconciliations and closing packs.

THE TASK LIST: FINANCE  
FOR THE BUSINESS 
–Steve Beam, Partner, Bain & Company

Two-thirds of AFP’s FP&A members feel that the majority of their job to service other finance teammates 
(“finance for the sake of finance”) instead of doing work that directly benefits the business.1 While that is  
difficult to hear, it’s also not surprising. 

APROXIMATELY WHAT PERCENTAGE OF YOUR WORK HAS FINANCE AS END USER?

38%

~25% for Finance ~50% for Finance ~75% for Finance

21%

41%

1	 The data for this comment and chart are from the AFP webinar, Better Business Partnering Leads to Better Strategy, May 18, 2021. 
N=220.
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•	 Start on some process changes through a lean 
process orientation. A CFO said to his team 
recently, “Before we change anything, let’s make 
sure we have the perfect plan, and we have a 
perfect strategy on the transformation.” That’s 
wrong … just get started! It is easier, cheaper and 
faster to go from a D process to a B process in 
six weeks than it is to design the perfect A plan. 
A six-week sprint can yield tremendous results in 
terms of freeing up significant amounts of your 
own capacity to do something a little bit different 
and do it better. You can iterate, learn and improve 
over time, but don’t delay over fear of perfection, 
and try to minimize the really big bets you make. 
It’s a new way of working.

•	 Take a Gemba walk. Understand the value stream 
by walking the shop and factory floors, meet with 
the sales teams, and understand where finance can 
give better decision support in real time, based on 
risk and opportunity discussions.

•	 Move from measuring outcomes to measuring 
process drivers. There are metrics further up the 
value stream that are not financial outputs but 
have a direct transfer equation to the financial 
outcomes. For example, we should measure speed, 
altitude, and fuel of the plane, not simply whether 
or not the plane landed. 
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PROCESS: BUILD DESIGN THINKING  
INTO FINANCE PROCESSES
–Dr. Douglas Streeter Rolph, Senior Lecturer of Finance, Singapore University of Technology and Design (SUTD)

What does design have to do with finance? The 
Design Innovation (DI) Process is a formal set of tools 
used to bring out the goals and motivations of the 
business, and to expose any potential sticking points. 
It is focused on people, their needs and their wants in 
the context of the experiences they have. The benefit 
of having a formal approach to creating processes 
is that it distances people from the immediacy of 
the emotional aspects of something they want from 
that particular process or outcome. The graphic 
below presents a high-level example to help you 
conceptualize the DI process. 

A human-centered approach 
Think about the process for management reporting: 
There will be users, FP&A people conducting analysis, 
and also the senior team receiving that analysis and 
applying it as they move forward. Design thinking 
recognizes that the financial reports and the insights 
they provide are fitting into a broader narrative, both for 
people and the company. The senior executives have 
a narrative. The FP&A professionals have a narrative. 
By understanding those narratives, their motives and 
desired outcomes, you can deliver more value.

Internal and external focus
It is useful to balance the considerations inside 
a company with those in the market. Consider a 
common process such as creating financial reports. 
The internal focus is looking at the people generating 
the analysis, whereas the external focus might be, 
“Are there multiple benefits or outcomes for the 
funds we raise?” User satisfaction (and process 
success) is often context dependent, that is, related 
to the circumstances and settings of the individual. A 
contextual needs analysis allows us to bring that out in 
a structured format to understand what the situation 
is. To gain empathy for others and to understand your 
process through their experiences, consider a user 
journey map. This is a tool that tells a visual story from 
the perspective of the user’s relationship with the 
organization, service, product or system, as perceived 
over time and across channels. Both these tools are 
part of the “Discover” phase and are outlined below.

Insight to value creation
We want to have methods to understand what’s 
happening within the business and with the 

DESIGN INNOVATION PROCESS

Opportunity

Mindsets

Identify and understand 
opportunities and needs 
collaboratively through  
co-create with stakeholders

Interpret and reframe 
needs and map them into 
activities, functions and 
representations

Ideate and model concepts 
based on identified 
opportunities

Iteratively prototype and 
test concepts and models 
with users

DISCOVER

Empathy

DEFINE

Mindfulness

DEVELOP

Joy

DELIVER

Non-attachment

Solution

Adapted for AFP with permission from Design Innovation (DI) Methodology Handbook, developed and designed by Kristin Wood, et al., 2021. ISBN: 978-981-18-1207-1

https://idc.sutd.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/sites/10/2021/05/2021-Design-Innovation-DI-Methodology-Hanbook-Compressed_DIGITAL-Bookmarked-ISBN-978-981-18-1207-1.pdf
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customers and our relationships with them. 
Generating these insights revolves around asking 
questions about what’s important, why it’s important 
to the organization, and bringing this out in a way so 
that we can see what’s there and decide which things 
to focus on. 

Traditionally, when looking at finance process 
improvement initiatives, a lot of focus was driven 
by cost reduction strategies. Encouraging finance 
people to understand the context, goals, frustration, 
and pain points of their customers builds sustainable 
value into routine processes.

Brainstorm 
interview 
questions: 
What do we 
need to know 
about where, 
how and who?

Customize 
a context 
questions 
template; 
add, delete, 
and modify 
questions as 
needed.

Interview 
customers 
in a realistic 
context, i.e., 
while using 
finance tools, 
templates, 
reports, etc.

Form 
customer 
needs list: 
Translate voice 
of customer, 
combine and 
prioritize 
needs.

Form a 
context 
scenario by 
combining 
context 
answers 
with each 
question.

KEY STEPS IN A CONTEXTUAL NEEDS ANALYSIS  

➊ ➋ ➌ ➍ ➎

PERSONAS 
The main characters 

that illustrate 
the needs, 

goals, thoughts, 
feelings opinions, 
expectations and 

pain points of  
the user.

MAIN ELEMENTS IN A USER JOURNEY MAP

TIMELINE 
A finite amount 
of time (e.g., 1 

week, 1 year) or 
phases (identifies 
information needs, 

looks for information, 
finds information, 

seeks help).

EMOTION 
Frustration, anxiety, 

happiness, etc., 
depicted by the 

peaks and valleys, 
emoticons or other 

indicators.

TOUCHPOINTS 
User interactions 

with the 
product/service/

organization.
CHANNELS 

Where interaction 
takes place, and 
the context of 

use (environment, 
tools) is set.

:)
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INVESTING IN AUTOMATION
–A discussion among AFP FP&A Advisory Council members: Kayla Davis, VP, Head of M&A, ABM Industries; 
Camille Felton, FPAC, CTP, Principal Team Leader, Financial Analytics & Automation, Chick-Fil-A; Catherine Jirak, 
Partner and COO, QueBIT Consulting; Nikita Miller, FPAC, Director of FP&A, Kresge Foundation

AFP: How does technology, as applied in the finance 
function, allow finance to add value to the company 
overall? 

Cathy Jirak: Right now, companies are at crossroads. 
They must make changes to stay competitive and to 
stay in the game. You can’t get to that value-
based finance if you don’t have an efficient 
system and process, and you can’t have 
an efficient system and process unless you 
invest in technology. Some companies think 
they can just throw more bodies at something, but 
bodies don’t really solve long-term goals. That goes 
back to the questions: How can you maximize the 
value of the finance function, and what do you need 
the finance function to accomplish?  

Kayla Davis: One hundred percent agree with 
Cathy: There has to be an investment. I think 
automation obviously plays a big role in how finance 
is shifting, and it is more of an enabler of what the 
finance function does. The investment is not 
for the sake of finance; we can leverage 
the improved technology and data to 
go beyond just the general ledger and 
finance systems to become the connective 
tissue that binds diverse parts of the 
business together. Collaboration and a holistic 
understanding of the business is important to 
drive value. For example, understanding the HR 
organization’s needs versus the IT organization’s 
needs versus operations — how does the whole 
organization work together to meet the clients’ needs 
and the employees’ needs? 

Nikita Miller: When it comes to automation, I think we 
have to be there now. We are talking about efficiency, 

we’re talking about value-add, but I can’t give you 
that without taking steps toward automating some 
basic work. I can spend more time on the analysis 
and driving that value and giving you those insights 
if I am not bogged down completing the preparation 
and repetitive tasks. The goal is good data and 
automation that allows you to do value-added work. 

Most finance organizations talk about data, 
capabilities and insights, but oftentimes 
they aren’t willing to invest in their people 
or systems. That means that right now, we have 
people doing things with data who are not in finance 
or IT. They are trying to make it work, but they are 
not the right people for the task. I am hiring more IT 
and data people into finance than those with financial 
backgrounds. We have to figure out how to attract 
that person who combines finance and data with 
curiosity.

Camille Felton:	I feel like I’m a cost center right now, 
so I’m saying “automate, automate, automate!” But 
the value is not at play until you get to scale. You 
get some value incrementally, but most 
arrives as a step function. As we centralize 
data and automate work, we are starting to get more 
requests in from the business. 

Even with the value we (finance) are delivering 
through foundation and centralization, we need to 
have analysts who are able to tap into the systems, to 
interpret what is happening today and to tell us why 
the reporting we are doing for them matters. I have 
also seen some staff, they happen to be accountants, 
who don’t want to do some of the analytics we’re 
asking of them. Already, I see that their jobs are 
starting to decrease.
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Ideas into Action:  
•	 The goal of technology investment is not technology; the goal is to create a digitally enabled finance 

organization:

	— The system, tool or platform should help you “do finance” better and more efficiently. 

	— Technology is a means rather than an end; the utilization rate matters more than the “go live” date, 
and cost is not a measure of value.

	— New tools do not create expertise; consider how people use the tool and how it relates to 
processes. 

•	 Understand the needs of all the units in your business (e.g., HR, IT, operations) and design your 
systems roadmap to include the flow of data among systems.

•	 Ensure your change management plan considers pathways to support different levels of adoption. 
Enthusiasts often need opportunities to network with each other, test ideas across use cases, and 
advance their learning in and out of the organization. Skeptics often need peer support to encourage 
change, a voice in the process (especially if they have seen past change efforts fail), and a clear vision 
of potential benefits.  



19	 AFP GUIDE: Becoming a Value-focused Finance Organization

MANAGE 
OURSELVES 
AND OUR 
TEAMS 
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MULTIPLE POINTS OF VIEW: 
LEADERSHIP ALTITUDES
–Umeet Shah, CFO, POPS Worldwide

Finance professionals need to look at and operate 
in different dimensions. We should simultaneously 
look horizontally within and outside the organization, 
and in addition, I recommend a vertical dimension 
called “leadership altitudes.”1 This is not about how 
high you go in the organization or scaling the tops of 
the leadership ladders. It is about being nimble and 
moving across the different levels of thought.

At the top — the 50,000-foot level — think about the 
big picture: the macro trends, potential disruptions, 
strategies and transformation. What is happening 
around you in the industry? What are the trends? 
What is the competition doing? Being aware of 
everything that’s happening in your industry and 
society makes you a more well-rounded professional 
who can bring those insights into your discussions or 
into your daily work.

At the 50-foot level, you are much more tactical, 
much closer to the ground. Here, the work is about 
implementation of strategies and meeting the 
short- to medium-term goals. What is the business 
about and how do we make money? What are the key 

metrics that drive the business? What are the value 
drivers for the business? Finance can connect with 
internal customers and support them.  

Then, at the five-foot level, the view is personal. This 
is where we think about how to lead ourselves. I like 
to say that it is “finance plus,” because it is not just 
your subject-matter expert in the field of finance. We 
need to go beyond that and add capabilities, whether 
it is around understanding data, understanding 
different modeling concepts, leadership and building 
relationships, etc. Also, developing the qualities you 
need around resilience, courage and empathy. How 
are we improving ourselves to add to our existing 
knowledge set?

Finance practitioners can add value to their own 
teams, and to the organization, by operating at 
these different levels. As leaders of the finance 
function itself, it’s upon us to make sure that the 
teams we work with are able to see this approach. In 
daily interactions, we can be mindful about the need 
of our finance teams to connect the dots, and we can 
also help other people connect the dots. 

Ideas into Action:
•	 Filter a response for financial analysis through each lens. 

	— 50,000 feet: Why did they ask this question, what do they really need, and what is the right 
information for them?

	— 50 feet: Prepare the answers, connecting value drivers and relating to the business and preparing 
the information. 

	— Five feet: More than simply handing it over or pressing “send,” how will you deliver it? How will they 
receive it? Will it make sense to them? 

•	 Devote time for introspection and self-awareness. Are you getting “altitude sickness,” where you get 
trapped at the most comfortable of these levels and find it difficult to transition?

1	 The Three Altitudes of Leadership,  Ian C. Woodward, INSEAD Professor of Management Practice and Director 
of the INSEAD Advanced Management Programme. October 27, 2017.
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TEAM BUILDING: MODEL DESIRED 
BEHAVIORS IN A SAFE SPACE 
–Emma Martin, CFO, APAC, Edelman 

We have been asked as finance professionals to shift 
to being more value-based. It is as if suddenly we are 
told, “Tomorrow I’d like you to be a trusted advisor 
and a business partner.” I can’t just wake up and be 
one, so how do I learn how to do that? 

We can all create 
opportunities to teach, 
lead and be a part of that 
transformation.
One of the critical ways to do that is to find role 
models and follow their behavior. 

Leaders: Don’t attend meetings or calls alone 
when you can take a friend with you. They don’t 
need to contribute, but they should be there 
to learn. Listen to the way people talk to each 
other, to the type of questions being asked, 
and the critical questioning you might do with 
your business partners to learn about where the 
numbers are headed. Chat with them afterward 
about what they learned, what they saw, what 
they thought was interesting, and what they 
might apply.

Team members: Look for opportunities to get 
more context, to follow some role models and 
examine the way they think. Be curious about the 
context. Why a target is a target. Why have they 
set it that way? What are they thinking? 

Seek out those role models and spend time with 
them. I have been known to follow my CFO to the 
carpark with a pen and a piece of paper to get 

those last little insights. Once, I shared a cab with 
my CEO to the airport, then took a car back home 
again because I needed a bit more time to learn 
what was in her mind about how to approach a 
forecast.

In parallel, we can create a safe space that 
encourages bravery, where people are able to step 
out of their comfort zones and do something novel. 
Encourage authenticity and honesty for your team to 
express what they can and cannot do, where they will 
need support, and when they make mistakes. Change 
is a tough business and growth does not coexist with 
comfort; make it easy for people to succeed. 

Leaders: Sometimes things are going to move 
a bit slower than you would like as you guide 
other people. You need to give utmost to your 
patience while you do that, so build in extra time 
for learning. Sometimes you need to bite your 
tongue and calmly explain your point of view when 
outcomes differ from expectations. Respond, don’t 
react. Be a place where that’s dealt with calmly.  

Team members: When you get those 
opportunities, ask properly for the task 
instructions you’re taking so you understand 
what you need to do and why, and then check in 
regularly to make sure you’re on the right track. 
In your team, encourage each other. If the whole 
team is working on being more creative, give 
encouragement to the people around you as they 
take steps and start being brave and doing stuff 
they weren’t sure about. 

This is a great time to be on the finance team. We 
get to do all the things that inspired us to be in this 
profession in the first place, with the added benefit 
now of being able to design what we want our 
future to be.
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PERSONAL GROWTH: LEARN,  
UNLEARN AND RELEARN 

–Raju Venkataraman, Leadership Coach, Career Coach, Former CFO & Head of Strategy at The Walt Disney 
Company SEA

Anxiety over job security is real. The World Economic 
Forum reports that 42% of core skills required for 
most jobs are going to change by 2022, and many 
sources estimate the half-life of most professional 
skills to be five years or less. The frequent disruptions 
in the business environment and the accelerating pace 
of change demand re-skilling to remain relevant.

Alas, school and professional curricula are not keeping 
pace, and ageing degrees may be less applicable to 
current and future needs. The skills and mindsets that 
got us to our present positions will not get us to the 
future, so we need to invest in learning and resetting, 
refining and re-skilling. Put in the words of Alvin 
Toffler, the great futurist, we need to, “Learn, unlearn 
and relearn.”

Broadly, there are three types of learning. Accidental 
or incidental learning happens by chance, as you 
come across something new. Conscious learning is 
seeking out unspecified knowledge, such as when 
reading the newspaper online or watching the news. 
Both are critical, and in addition, we need to embark 
on deliberate or intentional learning, where we 
intentionally acquire new information and knowledge 
for a purpose. Even when your career is going well, 
be sure to set aside time regularly for deliberate 
learning. I recommend creating lists of what you want 
to learn, including small skills and larger capabilities. 
For finance practitioners, consider paths outside of 
finance, including: 

•	 “Soft” skills oriented around people and 
relationships.

•	 Fresh approaches to problem solving such as 
critical thinking and analytical reasoning.

•	 Tips and tricks for managing remote and hybrid 
teams.

•	 Familiarity with data related knowledge and skills.

One avenue for deliberate learning is to seek out 
structured curricula through courses, classes, and 
certifications; a second avenue includes self-study 

such as reading good books and following thought 
leaders in the field(s) of your choice via their 
podcasts, newsletters and webinars. A third avenue 
is to structure your career and incorporate/embrace 
experiences for deliberate learning. For example, you 
can take on different roles within finance, explore roles 
outside finance, and/or volunteer for cross-functional 
projects. You can move across geographies, business 
sizes or business models. If you are a leader, take 
care to facilitate these opportunities for your people.

In my own career, I was eager and fortunate to be 
able to do all of those. I exited finance to lead sales 
and distribution for the Asia-Pacific region, handled 
business operations, was the head of strategy and 
business development, and assumed charge as the 
general manager for a couple of business units. 
Eventually I returned to finance as a regional CFO. 
All these pivots were learning opportunities that 
increased my influence and credibility as a finance 
leader because I understood the stresses and realities 
of the business. The skills and tools were additive, and 
sometimes contradictory. I was learning, unlearning, 
relearning at every stage of my career. 

I will make a quick comment about risk-taking and 
failure: Tim Harford, author of “Adapt: Why Success 
Always Starts with Failure,” said, “Success comes 
through rapidly fixing our mistakes rather than getting 
things right the first time.” Give yourself permission 
to fail, and treat failure as feedback. If you are a 
team leader, encourage your team members to think 
outside of the box. Giving them the time, resources 
and freedom to explore new areas for innovative ideas 
often results in breakthrough products, services and 
processes. The biggest risk is that fear of failure 
leads to avoidance and inaction. 

A career has a long trajectory, and your progression 
is really a zigzag of successes and failures. To stay 
relevant and thrive, what will you do to be a deliberate 
learner, embrace the growth mindset and keep 
reinventing yourself?
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