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Executive Summary
This year Leathwaite’s annual CFO Survey highlighted two significant themes. Firstly,
the technology transformation that has taken hold of the industry is making its
impact felt within finance functions globally. With over 70% of finance functions
having undergone some form of digital innovation in the last year, up 34% annually,
technology is fundamentally changing how these groups support their businesses.
While the digitisation has streamlined process and improved operating velocity, it
also means our leaders are grappling with the need for professionals with a much
broader and deeper understanding of technology within their ranks. They need
professionals who can drive technology, whilst also maintaining a talent pool that
can grow into the rounded, commercial leader that is the CFO.
Secondly, in the context of this change, CFOs are reflecting on their own career
paths. Appetite is high to change roles - either into a COO role or to make the move
to a smaller firm or an entrepreneurial venture.
Once again, technology appears to be the word on the

this year, making sure there is sufficient short-term

lips of CFOs worldwide. They told us that technology is

investment to see these changes through will be key.

the primary area in which their organizations as a whole
most need to improve, while also feeling the need to
digitize and automate is the single biggest challenge
facing their function specifically. In response, 72% of
firms have undergone a systems-based transformation
within their finance function in the last 12 months, a
significant increase of 38% on last year.

What is not yet clear are the long-term impacts this will
have on the role of CFOs and other executives within
finance functions in the years to come. Our respondents
still feel the three most important attributes for a CFO
are

leadership,

stakeholder

management

and

commercial acumen. However, for the first time in our
annual surveys our respondents now feel a computer
science degree will be more important to future finance

The need for these new and improved technologies is of

professionals than an MBA.

course inherently linked to the area finance professionals
identified as most in need of improvement within their
function, and the number one area in which they intend
to hire over the next two years: Data.

Ensuring commercial and strategic acumen is cultivated
within a function that also relies on technical depth and
process is not a new challenge for CFOs, but the role of
technology is clearly impacting the medium-to-long term

These investments in technology and the data it
manages should help promote efficiency, which our
respondents

identified

as

the

next

area

needing

improvement. It may also help improve the performance

talent landscape within the function. This is before
finance executives start to tackle the need for more
diversity in their ranks, which unsurprisingly continues to
be identified as an area requiring ongoing improvement.

of near and offshore resources—when their performance
slipped last year based on all five metrics we asked our
respondents to assess them by. It will no doubt help with
the

headcount

reductions

that

56%

of

finance

professionals expect in their divisions this year. In the
long run, these investments should also bring down
costs. Although with 44% expecting budgets to be cut
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As CFOs and their management teams navigate these
complex systems changes, underperforming offshore
hubs, a changing talent base and augmenting cost
pressures, it is perhaps unsurprising that over 35% would
like a pay rise.

Who you are & where you sit
Please specify the industry

What is the size of the Finance

sector in which you operate.

function at your organization?

Please specify the region in which

What is your functional focus

you operate.

within the Finance function?
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Career
Do you feel the Finance function is appropriately valued within your organization?
With 77% of finance leaders citing that they felt their
functions were well respected internally, it would be fair to
also assume that associated metrics, such as employee
engagement and job satisfaction levels are also positive,
which is important from a talent retention perspective.
The survey also explored key characteristics for success with
“non-technical” and “softer” skills dominating the responses,
clearly showing that the mindset of the CFO’s is becoming
more focussed upon the needs and requirements of the
ExCo and Board.
These findings resonate with the projects Leathwaite has
been engaged on over the last 12 months, which showed
that although it still remains key for CFOs and finance leaders to be technically strong and able to get into
the detail where required, relationship management and strategic / commercial acumen are important.

The TOP THREE characteristics required
in order to be a successful CFO:

1.

Leadership Skills

2.

Stakeholder Management

3.

Commercialism

As a Finance professional, which of the following would be of most interest to
you from your employer over the next 12 months?
Executive coaching and increased total reward were

the equal top rated benefits that would be of interest
to CFO’s over the next year. The desire for coaching
ties in with the importance CFO’s are placing on the
need for leadership and stakeholder management
skills which leaders would likely be able to develop
through executive coaching.
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Career
If you were to leave your current organization tomorrow, rank the following
industries in order of attractiveness to you:
1.

Boutique Financial Services Firm

5.

Large Financial Services Firm

2.

Fintech / Digital

6.

Starting a Career in Interim Management

3.

Mid-Size Financial Services Firm

7.

Professional Services / Public Accounting

4.

Starting an Entrepreneurial Venture

8.

Non-Financial Services

The desire to be more entrepreneurial, by moving [from large established companies]
towards smaller or more technology-led organizations was the clear message that came
back from CFO’s.
Notably, this complemented a trend in the executive search projects that Leathwaite has
delivered within the last twelve months, where the boutiques, fintech organizations and
mid-size organizations we have partnered with have frequently attracted talent from
larger firms - which would not have been the case, with this degree of frequency, even as

recently as 18 months ago.

Which of the following are viable career profession routes for senior
Finance leaders within your organization?
The ambition for CFO’s to move into the broader and
more commercial functional areas of the business was
extremely clear within the survey findings from this

year, with 58% of respondents highlighting that they
would like to move into a COO, Business Head or a
CEO role.
However, with 20% of those surveyed feeling they
lacked any career development opportunities, this
could be viewed a concern from a talent retention
perspective, especially if smaller companies (see
previous point) were able to offer a broader career
path.
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Hiring skills
What are the key skill requirements that CFO’s are seeking within future hires?

Although there has been a consistent
theme throughout the survey data,

Look back 2017/18

highlighting the shortage of and need
to recruit additional data, analytics and
technology orientated skills within the
finance function, there is still a strong
bias towards hiring individuals with
professional accounting qualifications.
Notably, when compared to when this question was asked last year, there is a greater
recognition of computer science degrees (rising from fifth to second), which is likely due to
the rise of importance of data and analytics within finance.

// There is a greater recognition of computer
science degrees, which is likely due to the
rise of importance of data and analytics
within finance.
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Technology & Hiring
What are the top three business challenges the Finance function faces over the
next 12 months, specifically within your organization?
The key shift in findings with regards to

1.

Digitisation / Automation

organizational challenges, from last year’s survey

2.

Cost Management

to this year, is the burden of regulation has

3.

Pending Regulatory Requirements

clearly lifted and now the focus is heavily upon

4.

Market Focuses

the need to automate.

5.

Talent Retention

Technology, data and analytics was repeatedly
mentioned as the leading challenge or priority

Look back at 2017/18

across several questions we asked this year, with

1.

Current Regulatory Requirements

a high number of companies actively engaged

2.

Digitisation / Automation

within technological transformation projects.

3.

Cost Management

4.

Pending Regulatory Requirements

5.

Talent Retention

Hiring under the spotlight: If your Finance function was to hire in the next two
years where do you expect your focus to be?
1.

Data Management

5.

“Business” CFOs

2.

Analytics

6.

Finance Change

3.

Financial Planning &
Analysis

7.

Treasury

8.

Financial Control

9.

Tax

4.

Near / Offshore Hubs

// The need for data
managers supersedes
all other finance
skillsets

In your opinion, please rank the following areas for improvement within your
organization as a whole:
Priorities for 2018/19

Look back at 2017/18

1.

Technology & Systems

1.

Leadership

2.

Relationship between Business Leaders and

2.

Relationship between Business

Corporate Functions

Leaders and Corporate Functions

3.

Leadership

3.

Personal / Career Development

4.

Personal / Career Development

4.

Internal Communication

5.

Internal Communication

5.

Compensation
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Technology continued…
In your opinion, please rank the following areas for improvement specifically
within the Finance function at your organization.
1.

Data Management

2.

Technology

3.

Efficiency

4.

Controls & Operational Risk

5.

Commercial Acumen

6.

Delineation of Responsibilities between
Finance and Business COOs

7.

Technical Skills

8.

Diversity

9.

Relationship with Regulators

10.

Exposure to the Board / Audit Committee

Has your organization undergone a systems-based Finance transformation in the
last 12 months?
Look back 2017/18

If your organization has already implemented a systems-based Finance
transformation, please rank which areas have been most improved as a result?

1.

Faster / Streamline Processes

2.

Increased Systems Integration

3.

Better Use of Data

4.

Improved Availability of Information

5.

Improved Accuracy of Information

6.

Improved Communication with the
Business

7.

Reduced Long Term Costs

8.

Reducing Immediate / Short Term Costs

// Integrating systems, not just
replacing them, has become a main
focus over the past year
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Cost Pressures
As a financial professional, which trend do you foresee having the greatest impact
on the work you do within your organization, in the next 12 months?
Continuing the themes we have seen throughout the paper,
regulatory pressures might be moving down the priority list
(reducing from 28% last year down to only 17% this year),

however, they have been replaced by an increasing focus on
cost pressures (up by almost 10% from last year).

What is your expectation of Finance
headcount within your organization over
the coming 12 months?

Look back at 2017/18

What is your expectation of Finance
budget within your organization over the
coming 12 months?

Look back at 2017/18

// Headcount is expected to decrease but not all budgets will be down
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The Human Capital
Specialists
Leathwaite was established with one clear purpose: to help organizations secure
the best Human Capital within Support, Enablement & Control Functions.
This is done via 4 solutions, 4 offices, 100 people and over 150 clients, globally.
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