
U n l e a s h i n g
Finance and accounting: 

transformation
The CFO’s organization is uniquely positioned to enable 
innovation across the business. But is it rising to the challenge?



Finance is a 
transformation engine, 
but it remains unignited
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What does it take for a business to succeed? Ten years ago, depending on his or her 
industry, a CEO would have said efficient manufacturing, a motivated workforce, or 
great customer service. 

Not today. While these are still highly important, business leaders recognize that 
they need more to thrive. Customer expectations are changing, technology offers 
previously unthinkable opportunities and risks, and the competitive landscape 
is fierce and wide. In response, businesses must create seamless, personalized 
customer experiences. They must anticipate changes in customer demand and 
outmaneuver threats as they emerge.



Finance and accounting (F&A) functions play a vital part in guiding their 
businesses through the disruption. But first they must unshackle themselves 
from transactional activities and take on more strategic roles, perspectives, 
and technologies. 

As Katie Stein, chief strategy officer at Genpact, says, “Business leaders’ 
expectations of finance mirrors where the company is on its own journey. 
The first leg of the journey was often to become more efficient, to reduce 
headcount, to rationalize the information finance provides, and to think 
about systems and processes. Now it’s all about becoming digital and how 
finance can accelerate that.”

Reshaping responsibilities
Finance is in a unique position to connect the business internally and 
externally with suppliers and customers, breaking down silos and gaining 
fast access to data and insights. And while it is often the team that takes the 
greatest strides with automation, analytics, and artificial intelligence (AI) 
technologies, it must also extend digital transformation throughout the rest 
of the organization.

As businesses need to make faster, more accurate strategic decisions, 
advanced finance functions are becoming the custodians of enterprise data. 
They’re building the skills to generate insights that not only report on the 
past but also forecast performance accurately and spot future opportunities, 
without taking their eyes off potential risks and financial controls. 

The age of instinct
Looking to the future, the businesses that will thrive will be those that can 
connect, predict, and adapt at speed. We call them instinctive enterprises. 
Able to tap into the right data, insights, and experience at the right time 
when making decisions, they act more like advanced organisms than fixed 
organizations. And an instinctive finance function is an essential organ. 

Working with research-firm Longitude, a Financial Times company, we 
surveyed over 500 finance leaders to understand how their functions are 
evolving and how far along the road to becoming instinctive they have 
traveled. Read on for the key findings. 
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Improving the customer experience has become 
businesses’ top priority for the coming years. 



1. The new finance imperative: improve 
experiences, generate insight

Improving the customer experience has become 
businesses’ top priority for the coming years. To 
do this, leaders are calling on F&A. In addition 
to performing its established duties, finance is 
increasingly asked to take on non-traditional tasks, 
such as enhancing user experiences – for customers, 
employees, and suppliers – and generating insights 
that enable the business to improve the end-customer 
experience. Some finance functions have made 
progress on this journey, but there is a long way to go.

2. Finance leaders admit to only narrow 
adoption of digital technologies

Adopting automation, analytics, and AI (AAA) 
technologies is vital if finance is to meet business 
leaders’ evolving expectations. Though the rate 
of adoption varies within the function and across 
companies of different sizes and sectors, most F&A 
teams today use them to a limited extent for a small 
number of applications.

3. CFOs must seize the role of 
data guardian to generate 
predictive insights 

Finance teams have started to provide the business 
with data-driven predictions, but the approach is 
largely unstructured and ad hoc. And most functions 
only generate these insights for a few purposes. To 
deliver genuine value for the business, finance leaders 

must acknowledge their important role as data 
guardians building insight engines. Then, they must 
make the case for greater investment in data analytics 
skills, capabilities, and infrastructure.

4. Finance is not taking advantage of its 
ability to connect the enterprise

F&A is uniquely positioned to connect the 
enterprise, inside and out, with suppliers, customers, 
and partners. But it doesn’t always make the most 
of its power. As a result, initiatives that would create 
more consistent operations across the business are 
not widespread, such as establishing global process 
owners, and integrating technologies and processes 
across functions. To become a more effective 
business partner, finance must use its position 
within the enterprise and drive connection and 
collaboration, both within its organizational walls 
and beyond.

5. New expectations, new skills
Finance can’t meet the business’ goals with traditional 
skills and capabilities. Our findings show that digital 
technology and data science skills are most in 
demand. And while negotiation, change management, 
and business acumen skills are less of a priority, they 
are crucial for the function to get the most from AAA 
technologies. As finance teams transform for the 
future, they must compete against the technology 
giants that sit high on the wish list of top talent and 
attract them to the opportunities in F&A. 

The CFOs that are fulfilling their ambition to become a strategic partner that supports customer needs are 
building connected ecosystems, predictive insights, and an adaptive workforce while embedding AI throughout 
their organizations. This report explores how senior finance executives are transforming their teams and 
businesses, and are on the road to becoming instinctive finance functions.
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About
this research
The analysis in this report draws on an 
extensive quantitative and qualitative 
research program. The quantitative research 
is an online survey of 516 senior finance 
leaders, 25% are CFOs and 75% report into 
CFOs. Longitude ran the survey across 11 
countries: the US, the UK, Japan, Australia, 
Norway, France, Germany, the Netherlands, 
Sweden, Switzerland, and Denmark. 

Survey respondents work at companies with 
revenues ranging from $500 million to more 
than $50 billion. Some 80% of respondents’ 
companies have revenues of more than $2 
billion and 30% work for businesses that 
generate more than $10 billion. Participants 
work across a range of sectors: consumer 
packaged goods, industrial manufacturing, 
banking, healthcare, insurance, high-tech, 
retail, and life sciences. 

In addition, the research features qualitative 
interviews with finance leaders and experts 
from across the globe.
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SECTION ONE

The new finance imperative – 
improve experiences, 
generate insight
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Businesses’ core strategic priorities have changed. 

Leading retailers and technology companies have 
raised the bar for companies across all sectors by 
creating seamless, intuitive customer experiences. 
And other industries are responding. Today, 62% 
of respondents say that improving the customer 
experience is a top-three business goal for the next 
two years, making it the number-one priority (figure 1). 

This is not only the case in consumer-focused 
industries. It is the top priority of surveyed businesses 
– from industrial manufacturing to banking and 
insurance – in all but one sector. The only exception 
is in healthcare and life sciences, where the top goal 
is product management excellence, but customer 
experience still ranks as the second priority. 
Surprisingly, talent appears at the bottom of the list, 
however it remains a key priority for finance (see 
section five).

Enter F&A. Finance leaders say that their business 
leaders’ top expectation for their function in the 
next two years is to enhance user experiences for 
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employees, suppliers, and customers (figure 2). For 
finance, this means end customers and suppliers 
receive the right pricing, discounts, payments, and 
orders on time and in full. While internal users have 
access to sleek experiences as they interact with 
finance systems, processes, and people. 

To achieve this, finance needs to take on non-
traditional tasks and roles in addition to their usual 
duties, and ensure the business is connected across the 
front, middle, and back office. “Finance can no longer 
task itself with simply reducing the cost of finance by 
tens of basis points,” says Sanjay Srivastava, chief digital 
officer at Genpact. “Instead it must widen its aperture 
to improve user and customer experiences – internally 
and externally – by factors of ten and bring greater 
transformation to the business as a whole.”  

Meeting expectations?
While 73% of finance leaders say they’re somewhat 
enhancing user experiences, only 1% say they’re 
significantly meeting this expectation (figure 3). This 
needs to change.
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Figure 2. Business leaders expect finance to enhance user 
experiences and generate actionable insights

Enhance the user experience

Generate actionable insights

Improve cost and productivity

Better data management and governance

Improve cash flow management

Improve forecasting

Improve risk and controllership

Accelerate financial close and reporting

Drive innovation and change across the business

42%

40%

36%

37%

36%

30%

20%

12%

46%
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Figure 1. Businesses prioritize customer experiences, cash flow, and revenue growth

What are your company’s top three business goals for the next two years? N=516

What are your business leaders’ key expectations for your finance function in the next two years? ? N=516

Improve the customer experience 

Improve cash flow 

Drive revenue growth 

Product management excellence

Realize new business models 

Cut costs

Talent management 

51%

49%

43%

41%

39%

16%

62%

0% 20% 40% 60%

Finance needs to take on non-traditional tasks and roles in 
addition to their usual duties
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Generating actionable insights for the wider business 
is the second-most important expectation for F&A 
(figure 2). This is certainly the case at leading global 
bank Citi. “Businesses have radically changed and so 
have the expectations of finance,” explains Francisco 
Marin Tobias, CFO Latin America at Citi. “The business 
now needs a lot of intelligence because the market 
has become more competitive. There has been a 
pivot toward data-driven decision making. In the past, 
businesses would react more on experience or views. 
Today, finance has a key role to play in providing this 
data and intelligence in advance.”

But to date, only 58% of finance professionals say they 
are somewhat delivering this objective, and none have 
done so significantly (figure 3). 

F&A executives also report that they are yet to fully 
meet expectations when it comes to increasing 
the speed of financial close and reporting. This 
also impacts the quality of decision making within 
the business as faster close cycles give executives 

more time to analyze and act on the insights. Data 
management and governance, not to mention 
forecasting, also need greater attention to help finance 
achieve its goals. 

Surprisingly, finance leaders believe they are doing 
the best job at possibly their toughest task – driving 
organizational innovation and change across the wider 
business. Three quarters state that they are doing this 
by more than a minor extent (figure 3). But following a 
familiar pattern, none are significantly achieving this 
goal yet. As finance functions evolve with new roles 
and skills, this number will start to increase.

To seize its opportunity to help the business 
transform and evolve into an instinctive enterprise, 
F&A must urgently improve its ability to meet 
its business leaders’ demands. It will not be 
easy. Investing in automation, AI, and analytics 
technologies to generate and analyze data, 
strengthening connections across functions, and 
recasting skills will be essential. 
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Figure 3. Finance has started to meet business leaders’ 
expectations, but there’s a long way to go

To what extent is your finance function currently meeting these expectations? N=516

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

To a significant extent Somewhat To a minor extent Not at all

Drive innovation and change across the business 

Enhance the user experience

Improve cost and productivity

Improve cash flow management

Improve risk and controllership

Improve forecasting

Generate actionable insights 

Accelerate financial close and reporting

Better data management and governance
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Case study
Delighting customers with a connected business 

A global leader in institutional portfolio management is 
transforming its back-office operations across finance, HR, 
and others functions with digital technologies and customer-
experience design methods.

It’s building a culture of continuous innovation by introducing 
new ways of working to tackle siloed and manual processes, and 
improve the overall employee experience.

By arming people with deep insights, they can focus on strategy 
and enhance client value. Using digital solutions, such as 
intelligent automation, conversational AI, and analytics, the 
company is improving the user experience and enhancing 
customer-service excellence.  
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SECTION TWO

Finance leaders admit to 
only narrow adoption of 
digital technologies
Automation, analytics, and AI technologies offer immense potential 
to help F&A meet its new requirements, whether improving customer 
experiences, generating insights, or strengthening cash-flow management. 
“In some transaction-heavy areas of finance such as accounts payable, 
the main benefit of AAA technologies is to make processes invisible,” 
says Stein. “In other areas such as FP&A, which are more strategic, AAA-
technologies help make predictions more intelligent and accurate.” 

But as of today, technologies are not as widely used as many would 
expect. Some 81% of functions are only narrowly implementing AAA-
related technologies to enhance a few business processes (figure 4). 
And just 13% are using them to transform many business processes. 
Significantly, none are fundamentally reimagining their functions with 
AAA. Use of the most sophisticated technologies is even sparser. For 
example, only 15% of respondents say their finance functions have 
adopted AI, even to a limited extent. 
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Some 81% of 
functions are 
only narrowly 
implementing 

AAA-related 
technologies 
to enhance a 
few business 

processes

Figure 4. AAA technologies have been implemented narrowly, to date

How widely have you implemented automation, AI, and analytics (AAA) 
technologies across the finance function? N=516

Not 
implementing 

any AAA-related 
technologies, and 
this is unlikely to 

change

Not 
implementing 

any AAA-related 
technologies, but 

this is likely to 
change

Narrowly 
implementing 

AAA-related 
technologies to 
enhance a few 

business processes

Implementing 
AAA-related 
technologies 
to transform 

many business 
processes

Extensively 
implementing AAA-
related technologies 

to fundamentally 
reimagine our 

finance function

0% 0%6%

81%

13%
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Adoption of AAA technologies is 
unsurprisingly more advanced at 
larger companies, which typically 
have larger budgets. For example, 
26% of companies that generate 
between $10 billion and $50 billion 
in revenue have deployed AAA 
technologies to improve many 
business processes, compared with 
only 1% of those with less than $2 
billion in revenues. 

The level of uptake also varies 
within the F&A function. Finance 
leaders report that financial 
planning and analysis/enterprise 
performance management (EPM)
teams have raced ahead when it 
comes to adoption, with risk and 
compliance not far behind (figure 
5). As these teams already run 
highly complex analyses, using 
advanced technologies is a natural 
next step. In contrast, operational 
reporting and insights teams lag 
their colleagues on uptake. 

Figure 5. FP&A and EPM lead the way in AAA 
technology adoption

Financial planning and 
analysis/Enterprise 

performance management

Transactional accounting 
(P2P, O2C, R2R)

Risk and compliance

Tax and treasury

Operational 
reporting and 

insights

Which finance functions are most advanced in their adoption of AAA-related 
technologies? (Please select your top two functions) N=516

49%

44%

41%

31%

30%

0% 20% 40% 60%

Figure 6. Finance is deploying AAA to deliver against 
its core objectives set by business leaders 

Generate actionable insights 

Enhance the user 
experience of finance 
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Which of the following improvements are the digital technologies 
your finance function uses delivering? 

34%
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27%

24%

21%

20%

20%

12%

8%

0% 20% 40% 60%

F i n a n c e  a n d  a c c o u n t i n g: U n l e a s h i n g  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n 



12

Figure 7. Finance lacks some core technology capabilities

How confident are you in your finance function’s ability to do the following? N=516

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Very confident Confident Neutral Not very confident Not at all confident

Feeling the impact
There is some good news though. Where AAA 
technologies have been deployed – for example, 
most heavily in FP&A – they are driving the strategic 
improvements specifically requested by business 
leaders: generating actionable insights for the wider 
business, enhancing user experiences, and improving 
cash-flow management (figure 6). There’s huge 
potential to help the business meet its strategic 
objectives if finance deploys AAA-technologies 
more widely.

So, if the benefits are obvious, why aren’t finance 
functions using them more extensively (figure 7)? Our 
findings provide some answers. 

Finance needs to bolster some of its critical 
capabilities. Tellingly, only 44% of respondents say 
that they are confident in their function’s ability to 
adopt and embed digital technologies within the 
finance function. And only 45% are confident in 
calculating their return, which may not be surprising 
as technologies can deliver intangible, long-term 
benefits that are hard to quantify, such as improved 
user experiences and more meaningful insights 
(figure 7). Recruiting technology-savvy staff is 
essential, but it’s not straightforward (see section five).

Another major obstacle is integrating the technology 
into finance professionals’ daily work so that it 
genuinely delivers value. “One of the main barriers to 
adopting AI is a change management problem, not 

a technical problem,” explains Ajay Agrawal, chair in 
entrepreneurship and innovation at the University 
of Toronto’s Rotman School of Management. “The 
outputs of AI need to be baked into workflows to 
really take advantage of the predictive power. But this 
is often not the case.” 

Avoiding bias
Once finance has embedded AI into its organization, 
it must stay on top of potential ethical considerations. 
Our respondents reveal that the challenge of AI 
bias, for example, has yet to be resolved. Only 30% 
of finance professionals say they’re confident in 
F&A’s ability to combat bias in AI, and none are very 
confident (figure 7). 

Failing to deal with bias may deter functions from 
investing in AI or lead to unintended consequences 
once deployed. For example, some F&A teams use 
AI-enabled technologies and historical data to make 
decisions on customer credit or payment terms. 
Biases in these systems may lead to certain customers 
being unjustly offered inferior options. 

There’s no quick way to resolve AI bias but sticking 
to two guiding principles will help reduce it. First, 
finance must use diverse data sets with AI. This is 
one of the main reasons why biases emerge in the 
first place. Second, functions must invest significant 
time training AI algorithms to ignore biases that may 
emerge. Get this right and AI can minimize bias by 
overriding unconscious biases in human decisions. 

Calculate the ROI of digital 
technologies

Adopt and embed digital technologies 
within the finance function

Understand why other business 
functions want to implement 

digital technologies

Adopt and embed digital 
technologies across the enterprise

Combat AI bias
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Case study
Digital finance for better business

By building digital innovation centers, a retail 
giant is transforming finance through training and 
reskilling, and adopting digital technologies, such 
as intelligent automation, predictive analytics, and 
AI. With faster access to data, the organization will 
deliver insights that enable more strategic business 
decisions, drive growth, and improve customer 
service.

“The outputs of AI need to be baked 
into workflows to really take advantage 
of the predictive power. But this is often 

not the case”

Ajay Agrawal 
Chair in Entrepreneurship and Innovation, 

University of Toronto’s Rotman School of Management
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SECTION THREE

CFOs must seize the role of 
data guardian to generate 
predictive insights
To date, 80% of what finance does is data gathering or 
just-in-time compliance and reporting. “F&A functions 
of the future must do a lot less of this,” says Stein. 
“Instead it must provide more predictive insights. This 
might involve identifying high-margin parts of the 
business and advising that sales should focus there.”

Finance is blessed with these sophisticated data skills, 
at least compared with the rest of the organization. 
It also has visibility of what’s happening across the 
enterprise. Combining these advantages makes 
finance naturally positioned to provide the business 
with insights that don’t just report on the past or focus 
on financial data.

“The finance function has the skills to manage, 
organize, and analyze data, which enables it to 
generate a holistic set of insights based on analytics 
across multiple stakeholder metrics, shareholders, 
communities, consumers, and employees,” explains 
Hari Avula, senior vice president, CFO, Retail 
Pharmacy USA at Walgreens Boots Alliance. “So, they 
are increasingly being asked to do this in addition 
to using internal financial information to inform 
business decision making at a strategic level.”

More accurate insights at speed
Finance is known for providing analysis on past 
performance. But with AI and advanced analytics it 
can now provide more accurate and faster predictive, 
or forward-looking, insights. The challenge today, 
however, is that most functions only provide 
predictive insights when requested. Just one in 
four (24%) respondents say their functions have a 
structured approach to providing predictive insight 
and none have a structured way that caters to the 
varying needs of different levels of the business. 
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Finance departments in certain sectors are more 
advanced in their ability to provide predictive insights. 
For example, due to their appetite for insight into 
customer buying habits and behavior, 47% of F&A 
functions in retail companies have a structured 
approach to providing predictive insights. At the other 
end of the spectrum, very few finance organizations 
in insurance (20%), banking (18%), or consumer 
packaged goods (15%) companies have a structured 
approach to generating insights. 

Size also matters: 38% of companies that generate 
more than $50 billion in revenue have a structured 
approach to generating predictive insights, compared 
with just 5% of those that generate less than $2 billion. 

Encouragingly, F&A functions that generate predictive 
insights do so to improve customer analytics and cash 
flow, which is exactly what is requested of them by 
business leaders (figure 8). 

“The finance function has the 
skills to manage, organize, and 

analyze data, which enables it to 
generate a holistic set of insights 

based on analytics across 
multiple stakeholder metrics, 
shareholders, communities, 
consumers, and employees”

Hari Avula 
Senior Vice President, CFO, Retail Pharmacy 

USA at Walgreens Boots Alliance
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Case study
Giving third-party risk the boot with digital  

A global footwear and clothing manufacturer couldn’t handle the challenges of third-
party-risk management. Because the firm did not have a robust approach to knowing 
whether the 120,000 suppliers it worked with complied with local regulations, it risked 
violating anti-corruption laws. 

To address these concerns, it used an end-to-end screening process with built-in data 
analytics to flag suspicious third parties. The framework helped the company pinpoint 
over two dozen potentially problematic companies, greatly reduced the risk of regulatory 
penalties, and safeguarded the enterprise from damage to its reputation.

Figure 8. Predictive insights deployed to improve 
customer and working capital analytics
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impact of 
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experience
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Which of the following are being improved by the predictive insights your finance 
function generates? N=476
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Lost opportunities
But the findings also show that finance is missing out on other fruitful applications. 
Indeed, less than 10% of participants have improved risk assessments and mitigation, 
and fraud identification and prevention with predictive insights, despite respondents 
saying that the risk and compliance is very advanced in AAA adoption. In addition, 
only 9% currently use predictive insights to identify new revenue opportunities. 
This represents a huge untapped opportunity.

Why is finance only generating predictive insights for a limited number of use cases? 

Survey participants state that making the case for business analytics is the greatest 
obstacle (figure 9). Only finance leaders can resolve this. The onus is on them to 
make a clear business case for investing in analytics capabilities that articulate the 
strategic value to the organization.

“You need to get budget to organize data in a way that allows you to generate 
predictive insights,” says Francisco Tobias Marin. “We got this. Two years ago, 
I convinced our Group CFO to spend money because I wanted to upgrade all 
the general ledger and all of our data infrastructure. He looked at me and said, 
‘Really? You know what you’re getting into? It’s open-heart surgery.’ I said this is 
not going to be easy, but we need a stronger heart for what’s coming.” 

Encouragingly, finance leaders appear to be getting to grips with some of the 
age-old data-related challenges to generating predictive insights. They rate 
incomplete or poor-quality data and extracting data from legacy systems as 
the least important obstacles to providing analytics to the wider business.

However, there remains a more fundamental issue. Our survey data 
reveals that only 49% of finance respondents believe they should be the 
company’s enterprise data guardian (figure 10). Given its data capabilities 
and understanding of the wider business, finance is absolutely the right 
place to house and analyze data and turn it into predictive insights. 
Finance leaders should embrace this responsibility.

“Performance insight is the pivot and what 
finance really should be doing. Finance 
must use its ability to bring data to life and 
its power to drive economic and strategic 
value creation”

Katie Murray 
CFO, RBS

F i n a n c e  a n d  a c c o u n t i n g: U n l e a s h i n g  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n 
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Figure 10. Only half of finance functions believe they 
should be the company’s enterprise data guardian

Figure 9. Making the case for analytics investment is the greatest challenge

To what extent do you agree that the finance function should be the company’s 
enterprise data guardian N=516

What are your finance function’s greatest challenges to providing analytics and 
insights to the business effectively? N=516

Strongly agree Somewhat agree Somewhat disagree Strongly disagree
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Case study

A multinational global network infrastructure 
provider’s wireless business division 
struggled with inaccurate revenue 
projections, which had a negative impact on 
its financial plan.

Using data engineering, AI, advanced 
analytics, and machine learning with a driver-
based forecasting technique, the company 
increased the accuracy of its forecasted 
numbers to 95% and generated them faster. 
It then extended its statistical predictive 
models to other parts of the business. 

Delivering sharper, faster forecasts



SECTION FOUR

Finance is not taking advantage of 
its ability to connect the enterprise 
F&A is uniquely positioned to drive connections and collaboration, both 
internally across the enterprise, and externally with clients and throughout 
the supply chain. 

“Finance has a great vantage point to see what’s happening across the 
enterprise because it’s involved in many of the most important business 
processes,” says Stein. “Businesses are now turning to their CFOs as the person 
who will drive innovation and transformation across the organization.” 

F&A may be well positioned, but only 51% of finance leaders believe they 
have a strong role in connecting processes across the business (figure 11). 
More (62%) finance leaders say they have a strong role to play in connecting 
the business externally to customers and suppliers. But there is still a large 
minority that does not. 

Interestingly, we find that F&A functions’ keenness to forge collaboration and 
connections depends on their objectives set by business leaders. For example, 
82% of those tasked with driving organizational innovation and change 
across the wider business believe the function has a strong role to play in 
forging internal collaboration, compared with only 48% of those prioritizing 
improving cash-flow management. But whatever their strategic objectives, 
driving internal and external connection can help achieve them. 

“Finance can 
help connect the 

enterprise with its 
end customers and 
the supply chain by 

generating better 
insights. When you 

can make more 
accurate predictions, 

you can start to 
integrate much more 

effectively”

Ajay Agrawal, 
Chair in Entrepreneurship 

and Innovation, University of 
Toronto’s Rotman School 

of Management
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Figure 11. Finance is not fully convinced it should play a 
strong role in connecting the enterprise

Disagree Agree

Our finance function has a strong role to play 
in connecting the business to our customers, 

suppliers, and other business partners
62%

51%

38%

49%Our finance function has a strong role to play 
in connecting processes across the business

F i n a n c e  a n d  a c c o u n t i n g: U n l e a s h i n g  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n 



Businesses would benefit hugely from finance taking 
the lead in connecting key business processes across 
functions. Indeed, while some progress has been 
made, organizations still have a lot of work to do to 
connect processes end to end. 

Take financial planning and analysis processes. Only 
32% of finance functions have integrated technologies 
across functions to ensure it’s managed on an end-to-
end basis and just 21% have integrated/coordinated 
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processes across functions (figure 12). Even fewer 
(10%) have a global process owner or visibility of 
performance results across functions. Other key 
finance processes, such as procure to pay, order to 
cash, and record to report, also lack initiatives that 
would help connect them across the organization. 
There is huge potential for finance to improve service 
delivery, transparency, and efficiency by connecting 
key finance processes.  

Figure 12. There is significant potential to manage key finance 
processes on an end-to-end basis more effectively

Which of the following does your company have in place to ensure that these processes 
are managed on an end-to-end basis? N=516

Integrated 
tech across 
functions

Integrated 
processes 

across 
functions

Aligned 
objectives and 

KPIs

Shared 
data across 
functions

Visibility of 
performance 

results

A global 
process 
owner

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

Case study
A unified view for budgeting boosts collaboration
By using a mobile-based app for zero-based budgeting, a global snack-food giant is improving the user experience. 
It gives the management team a granular view of the costs and expenses of its many products across cost drivers. 
A unified, real-time view of the cost structure on a single dashboard allows the company to improve costs, justify 
expenditure, and enhance broader collaboration to support smarter, faster decision making.

Procure to 
payment

Order to  
cash

Record to 
report

Risk and 
compliance 

Financial planning 
and analysis

Tax and  
treasury 
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SECTION FIVE

New expectations, new skills

Finance functions need new skills to transform. 
Indeed, nine out of ten finance leaders agree that they 
need to bring in non-traditional F&A skills.  

Which capabilities are most in demand? Top of the list 
are knowledge of advanced digital technologies and 
data science (figure 13). While data skills are essential 
to meet business demands and take advantage 
of digital technologies, finance functions should 
not overlook the value of change management, 
negotiation skills, and business acumen, which are 

lower in demand. Interestingly, traditional finance and 
accounting skills are still high on the list. 

When reshaping a finance function, it is imperative to 
identify individuals with both technology expertise 
and traditional F&A skills, the so-called ‘bilinguals’. “The 
world doesn’t need any more computer scientists, nor 
accountants for that matter,” explains Srivastava. “It 
needs people that can do enough of both to understand 
the right questions to ask, and then implement the 
right technologies to get them answered.” 

Figure 13. Digital technology and data science skills are in greatest demand 

Which skillsets and capabilities are you most urgently seeking to add to  
your finance function? N=516

Programming skills 35%

0% 20% 40%

F i n a n c e  a n d  a c c o u n t i n g: U n l e a s h i n g  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n 

Knowledge of advanced digital technologies 42%

Data science skills 37%

Traditional finance and accounting skills 35%

Data engineering skills 34%

Communication and collaboration skills 32%

Business acumen skills 31%

Change management skills 30%

Negotiation skills 24%
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Finance functions are acquiring these skills in a range 
of ways, from hiring them on a permanent basis to 
tapping into the gig economy (figure 14). There are 
some variations by size. For example, companies that 
generate more than $50 billion in revenue prioritize 
hiring new skills, while those that make between 
$5 billion-$10 billion are rethinking how to attract and 
retain millennials. There is no silver bullet. Instead, 
finance functions must launch a variety of initiatives 
that cover both hiring new talent and retraining 
existing workers.

Finance leaders identify some critical challenges 
to reshaping the skills balance within the function. 
Attracting people to work within the finance and 
accounting profession, and to work at their company 
specifically, are the top barriers (figure 15). This is 
likely because technology companies, such as Google, 
Amazon, Facebook, and Apple, attract the best data 
scientists and technology specialists, and talent is 
scarce. To counter this, finance leaders must articulate 
the unique benefits of working in finance – which 
could be as simple as explaining that finance has 
unparalleled access to enterprise data, which gives 
people an opportunity to solve tangible problems 
that make an impact on the business. Finance leaders 
must also provide energizing work environments, and 
keep people engaged once recruited.

“Recruiting people with technical data skills can be 
challenging,” confirms Francisco Tobias Marin, CFO 
of Latin America at Citi. “I’ve learnt that to recruit 
and retain them you need to do two things: keep 
challenging them so that they don’t get bored; and 
ensure the culture is right. A year ago, we invested 
in moving all my finance team in Mexico to a 
colorful, open space with a coffee corner and open 
spaces for people to relax in. This is because the 
culture is so important.”

Empowering workers
Importantly, creating an adaptive workforce that 
can support a business into the future – and the 
transformation to an instinctive enterprise – involves 
more than new skills. It’s also essential to ensure 
that employees work effectively alongside 
digital technologies. 

“Data experts really want a sandbox of 
data to play with. The finance function 

offers this, which is very attractive to 
potential candidates. So they should 

emphasize this”

Katie Stein 
Chief Strategy Officer, Genpact

Figure 14. Finance functions use a range of approaches to attract new skills

Which of the following activities are you undertaking to add specific skills and capabilities to your finance function? N=516

Hiring new skills 26%

Engaging consultants 24%

Seconding finance employees to other departments 25%

Tapping into the gig economy for skills on a short-term basis 22%

Rethinking how we attract/retain millennials 26%

Rethinking incentives/appraisals 23%

Training 25%

Hiring from non-F&A backgrounds 22%

0% 20% 40%

F i n a n c e  a n d  a c c o u n t i n g: U n l e a s h i n g  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n 
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Figure 15. Attracting talent to work in finance is a major challenge

Attract people 
with the right 
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F&A
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Know what 
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for the future

Employee 
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change
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55% 55% 52%
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Case study
Reskilling with collective intelligence  
A global professional services firm has rolled out 
an upskilling initiative to help its employees stay 
relevant in a constantly changing world. The 
program harnesses the collective intelligence of 
its employees, giving them customized learning 
journeys. With a leadership development program 
and reskilling strategy, the firm is driving continuous 
learning and building an adaptive workforce.

How widely have you implemented automation, AI and analytics (AAA) technologies across the fianance function? N=516

F i n a n c e  a n d  a c c o u n t i n g: U n l e a s h i n g  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n 

Potential fears that AI may replace certain jobs stop 
people from working well with machines. But our 
survey data indicates this is not a major challenge 
for finance. Indeed, almost nine out of ten finance 
leaders believe that their workforce sees AI as more of 
an opportunity than a threat, and 19% strongly agree 
with this sentiment (figure 16). In parallel, just 6% 
identify employee resistance to change as a challenge 
to reshaping the skills balance. 

But finance leaders cannot be complacent. 
Continuously communicating and explaining 
how staff will work alongside AI technologies, and 
providing effective training, will keep people engaged 
and eager to adopt new ways of working.

“It’s important not to scare people, which can happen 
when people say that machines will do 50% of 
finance jobs in five years,” explains Marin Tobias. “To 
counter this, we do lots of town halls where we talk 

about the advantages of new technology and how 
it can improve how they work. It’s vital to ensure  
people know that you will help them and train them 
to work alongside these technologies. Only then will 
they see them as an opportunity.”

Igniting transformation – 
the path to instinctive finance

Imagine a finance function – with AI as its neural 
wiring – that connects processes and performance 
measures across the front, middle, and back office. 
With an equally strong ecosystem of suppliers, 
partners, and customers, it will deliver seamless 
experiences, internally and externally. 

The next generation of F&A provides its leadership 
team and business units with predictive insights when 
they need them. Insights that enable fast, accurate 
strategic decisions to capitalize on opportunities, avoid 

risk, build stronger supply chains, close the books on 
demand, and boost market confidence. 

And with training, new hires, and new ways of 
working, the typical finance professional profile will 
look very different. Left and right-brain capabilities, 
empowered by digital technologies, will shape an 
adaptive workforce.

Leading CFOs have started the journey toward 
building more connected ecosystems, predictive 
insight, and adaptive workforces. This evolution 
is pivotal to help the business meet its goals and 
delight customers. Finance must become a champion 
of transformation, a data guardian, and a strategic 
partner. Unlocking instinctive finance. Ready to thrive.
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