CFO

#CFOPERFORMANCE

Better Processes, Better CFOs

CFO
Asking a CFO why his finance function continues to use a collection of manual
processes is like to asking a traveler how he ended up stuck at Chicago’s O’Hare airport
during a snowstorm. The answer in most instances is: “It’s a very long story.”
Time and resources are precious to every firm. Yet most professionals in your firm
would agree that their time is wasted by inefficient processes. Despite a shortage of
administrative staff, current processes at many firms are often manual and resourceintensive, resulting in lost staff time and hidden costs. From workflow bottlenecks and
staff inefficiencies to manual billing and reconciliation, the finance team’s valuable time
could be put to better use in ways which help your firm to grow in profitability.
The management team feels this frustration. According to a recent CFO Research survey1, one-quarter
of finance executives at professional service firms (26%) say that their companies would benefit greatly
by reducing the amount of time professionals spend on administrative tasks, and another 44% say their
companies would benefit somewhat. The real question is “How do we get there?”
How to Improve Workflows at Your Firm
To stay ahead of the curve, CFOs must commit to ongoing process improvements to boost collaboration,
communication, and efficiency. Here are some proactive ways to help streamline processes and develop
better workflows at your firm.
Invest. Automate. Repeat.
Don’t underestimate the power of investing in automation. In the CFO Research survey, 8 out of 10
respondents agreed that, if their companies improved their use of technology and automation, they would
be able to spend less time on transactional and administrative tasks. Automation solves many problems, and
CFOs should not dismiss this as a complex or expensive IT undertaking. Fortunately, many vendors offer
advanced technology at little or no cost to the firm, providing you with an effective solution to free up time
across your firm.
Break down office silos.
Firm locations often exist as organizational silos, which can hinder coordination. If all firm offices make
the decision to implement integrated systems, they can more easily collaborate and communicate. Finance
typically finds that they can get more bang for their buck with IT investments if they work with their
vendor to implement the same system across multiple offices. If the San Francisco, Chicago, and New York
offices are running different systems to perform similar work serving clients or handling internal support
tasks, these are lost opportunities throughout the firm. Working with your vendors to implement firm-wide
solutions to drive down costs or grow revenue can be a big win for the CFO.
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The Front-Line Finance Officer: A New Role for New Times, CFO Research, November 2014.
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Seek out new efficiency gains.
There must be a firm-wide commitment to look beyond the status quo. Whether this means re-examining
vendor relationships or re-evaluating current processes, the CFO should remain constructively dissatisfied
to challenge what’s working now and how to gain greater efficiencies in the future. These efficiency gains
can be suggested by the same people who are currently being impacted by an inefficient process. Are you
asking your staff for their suggestions? And when they do share their insights and ideas, are you listening to
them? Once you receive a viable idea, how quickly can the firm act to make it happen? The CFO may be in
the ideal position to enact change and drive innovation.
Make the Case for Process Improvements
Once you’ve determined the right path for process improvements at your firm, you need to get buy-in from
leadership. As you build the business case for workflow investments, here are some key points to share with
your CEO and other firm leaders.
There’s always room for improvement.
Any process can be done better. It’s important to keep improving each process to stay a step ahead of your
competition. Whether that means upgrading technology or increasing departmental collaboration, it’s likely
there are existing processes that your firm should be evaluating and improving on a regular basis. Change
is a constant companion in today’s business environment. We’re not suggesting you reinvent processes that
work well. We’re only making the point that, over time, new avenues for improvement will appear…if you
are looking for them through the CFO lens. Be prepared to make the case for change.
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Automate your manual processes.
As firms evolve, so do expectations of the finance function. CFOs need to keep an eye on forward-thinking
strategy and spend less time on administrative work that does not drive a firm forward. Process efficiency
gains provide the opportunity for finance to create the time margin to extend their view beyond the dayto-day business. The CFO should avoid spending too much time compiling and analyzing spreadsheets or
tracking down expenses when the business is counting on financial guidance to support strategic decisionmaking. It takes time to focus on growth and client service, and the automation of manual processes helps
save that time for you and your staff.
Stay ahead of your competitors.
If you don’t keep improving, you will fall behind. Encourage your team to embrace change and get to work.
Setting this tone is essential because firms are increasingly stressing the need for their finance executives
to be flexible and adaptable, enabling expansion and growth into new areas. Implementing change requires
thinking beyond the short-term challenges and focusing on the long-term goals. It takes great care and
focus to deliver both core finance functionality and significant process change at the same time. But it can
be done. It’s better to be proactive and create competitive advantages for your firm than simply to react to
changes that your competitors make.
Better finance processes give today’s CFO the best chance to do the job well. Perhaps it is time to start
deconstructing some of the “long stories” behind the manual processes that exist in your finance function
today. Rewrite the story of your firm….and reap the rewards.
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