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THE FUTURE FOR THE FINANCE FUNCTION: THE 
NEED FOR A FINANCE TRANSFORMATION

Highperformanceis theachievementofresults thatsurpassexpectations:ahigh-performanceorga-
nization(HPO)performsexceedinglybetter than itscompetitorsover the long term.Butwhatdoes
highperformancemeanforthefinancefunction?Movingtowardahigh-performancefinancefunction
(HPFF) isgenerally referred toas finance transformation:overall, this involves thedevelopmentof
strategicinitiativesaimedatimprovingthefinancefunctionwithinanorganization.Thetransformation
ofthefinancefunctionmayconsistofrestructuringthefinanceoperatingmodel,improvingaccounting
methods,processesandsystems,orre-platformingthefinanceandaccountingsystems.Morespecific
examplesincludeshorteningabudgetcycle,implementingnewaccountingsoftware,adoptingactivity-
basedcosting(ABC),reducingoverheadcosts,shiftingtopredictiveaccountingincludingdriver-based
budgetingandrollingfinancialforecasts.Thegoalofanyfinancialtransformationisthesame:toalign
FinanceandAccountingwiththeoverallcompanystrategy,tobecomemoreefficientasafunction,and
toprovidebetterserviceandinformationtointernalcustomerssotheycandevelopclearerinsightsin
thestatusanddevelopmentoftheirorganizationandmakebetterdecisions.

Transformingthefinancefunctionhastobeachievedinanintegratedfashion,giventhatitentailsa
mixtureofprocesses,systems,andprofessionals;thismakesafinancialtransformationquitecomplex.
Changingthefinancefunction,orbetteryet,developingthefinancefunctiontoachievethenextphase
ofqualityandmaturityisnotblueprintchangemanagement,initiatedbyconsultantsortop-downman-
agement:itinvolvesdeveloping,learning,prioritizing,andfocusing—inastep-by-stepsequence—by
thefinancefunctionleadersandfinancialprofessionals.Developingthefinancefunctionisacontinuing
journeywithintermediatetraveldestinations.Onceadestinationisreached,thefinanceteamformulates
thedestinationforthenext‘season’whilelearningfromthepreviousstretch.

Thefutureforfinancefunctionsischallenging.Informationtechnology(IT)hasturnedouttobeagame
changerinimprovingprocesses.DevelopmentsinIT(suchasdigitalization,roboticprocessautomation,
predictiveanalysis,processmining,artificialintelligence,orblockchain)provideopportunitiestoimprove
reporting,planning,performancemanagement,andworkflowmanagementaswellassilobustingand
resolvingprocessinefficiencies.AlthoughIThasenabledfinancialprocessestobecomemoreefficient
andeffective,theseprocessesstillhavetobeexecutedbypeople.Thenotionthatwiththetimeregained
fromefficienciesthefinancefunctioncanfocusmoreonanalysisandvalue-addedactivitiesshouldnot
beconsideredagiven:thissavedtimecouldandshould(also)beusedformakingthetransformation
asuccess.Thisisdonebyprioritizingthetransformation,havingaclearandinspirationalviewofthe
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futurefinancefunction,havingthecouragetotakethenextsteps(orleaps)forward,creatingasuperior
financeteam,beingadaptableandflexibletonewchallengesanduncertainties,andconstantlylearning.
Inorganizationalchanges,thepeopleinvolved,i.e.,thefinanceleadersandthefinanceprofessionals,
playapivotalrole;therefore,sufficienttimeshouldbededicatedforthemtodevelop.

CHANGING TO A HIGH-PERFORMANCE FINANCE FUNCTION

Highperformanceandtransformationarekeywordsfortheauthorsofthisbook.Whiletheterm“high
performance”focusesontheendinmind,financefunctiontransformationsuggestsaroadmaptoagoal.
However,oncethetransformationisachieved,this,ofcourse,isnottheendoftheproject;rather,itisa
steptothenextphase.Almosteveryorganizationthatwantstotransformitsfinancefunctionhassome
formofaroadmap;high-qualityorganizations,inparticular,typicallyviewtransformationasanongoing
andevolvingprocessratherthanasadefinedprojectwithabeginning,middle,andend.

“Whatwouldhighperformancemeanforthefinancefunction?”:thisisaquestiontheauthorshave
askedthemselvesoverandoveragainintheirprofessionallives.AndrédeWaalfirstinvestigated,over
manyyears,theingredientsthatmakeorganizationshigh-performing,i.e.,so-calledHPOs.Subsequently,
thethreeauthors—André,Eelco,andJacques—togetherbegantoexaminethefinancefunction,starting
withthefollowingquestions:Whatfactorsdictatetheprioritiesforfinanceleaderstoactupon?Whatis
thecorrelationwithHPO?Whataretheobstaclesencounteredbythefinancefunction?Whatisthecase
forchange?Whataretheexpectationsofinternalcustomers?Whatarethemegatrendsanddisruptors
thathaveimpactonthefinancefunction?Thesearejustafewareastheyhaveresearchedinthecontext
ofthefinancefunction;furthermore,itisnotonlyresearchthattheauthorshaveundertaken—theyhave
alsodevelopedinstrumentswiththevisiontoputtheirinsightsintopractice.Asaresult,thisbookis
dividedintotwoparts:thefirst,asynthesisofwhatahigh-performancefinancefunctionshouldlook
like(thewhat);andsecond,casesandideasfromfinanceexpertsandprofessionalstoinspirefinance
leadersandprofessionalsinsupportingthefinancefunction’snextstepsintothefuture(thehow).

Inthisbook,theauthorspresenttheirintegratedviewandknowledgeonwhattheyhavelearnedso
farondevelopingahigh-performingfinancefunction.Theyhavetranslatedtheirthoughtsintoinsights,
ideas,andaframework.Theyhavepublishedtheirinsightsinacademicpapersthatareallalignedwith
thetheoryofHPOs.Theirmissionistohelpfinancefunctionsimproveandservethecommunityof
financeprofessionals.Theyhavebuiltarobustpieceof thinking,withconcepts thathavebeenaca-
demicallyreviewedandthatprovidenovelinsightsrepresentingthebestideastoputintopractice.The
conceptof“bestideas”initselfisnoteworthy:theauthorsdefinea“bestidea”asthealternativebetween
bestpracticeandbestguess.Abestideaisaworkingideainpracticeinacertaincontext,andmaybe
ofvaluewhenexperimentedwithintherelevantcontext.Theimportantlessonsarenottosimplycopy
bestpracticesbuttoshowboldnessandinitiative,constantlyexperiment,actwhilealsolearning,and
evaluatetheresultsalongtheway,inyourowncontext.
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WHY SHOULD YOU READ THIS BOOK?

Thisbookisaimedatfinancialprofessionalswithambition:ifyouaimtoinitiateyourjourneyandbring
yourfinancefunctionastepfurtherthanwhereitistoday,theframeworkpresentedhere(thewhat)
isextremelyusefulforrealizinganintegralvisionandservingasareferencepointforthestepstobe
taken;andthetransformationapproachwithitscasesandbestideas(thehow)willprovideinspiration
foryourjourneyinthecontextofyourownfinancefunction.Thebookisfullofexamplesandinsights
foryoutotakethenextstepinthejourneytoyourownhigh-performancefinancefunctionand,atthe
sametime,elevatingyourorganizationasawholetothenextqualitylevel.

Frommyowncareerexperience—40yearsofexperienceinthefinancefunction(initiallyasafinancial
controllerandthenwithDeloitte,KPMG,EDS,andSAS)andasathoughtleaderandauthoroncorpo-
rateandenterpriseperformancemanagement(CPM/EPM)methods—Ifullyendorsetheprinciplethat
changewillonlyresultwhenpeoplefeelcompelledtochangeorwhentheyareintrinsicallymotivated
tochange.Tocreatechangeandovercomehumanbehavior’snaturalresistancetochange,itisneces-
sarytocreatetheneedforchange.Onemethodtoaccomplishthisistoleveragetheexistinghighlevels
ofdissatisfactionanddiscomfortofyourcolleaguesandtheexecutiveteam:thisisyourbestleverfor
gettingtheirbuy-infornewideasandinnovationregardingthefinancefunction.Askyourcolleagues
thesequestions:“Howdoweknowwhatinitiativesweshouldinitiatefirsttogrowasafinancefunction
asawhole,totakealeapintothefuture,tofulfiltheneedsofourinternalcustomers,tocontributeto
becominganHPO?Howmuchtimeshouldwespendtoreachthispoint?Howmucheffortshouldwe
putintothenewdirection?”Inmanycases,yourcolleagueswillnothavegoodanswers.Thenaskthem:
“Isthatagoodthing?Howlongdowewanttoperpetuatemakingdecisionswithoutknowingthese
answers?”Ifyouaskthesethought-provokinganddeliberatelydisturbingquestionsintherightway,
youwillnotneedtospendmuchtimeonpromotingthenecessarychanges.

Asecondmethodishavingavisionofwhat“better”lookslike.Whenpeopleseeadifferentviewof
theircircumstancesthatcanleadtoanimprovedcondition,theywillconsiderchanging.Donotspend
toomuchtimeoverpromotingthisvision:thisisbecauseifpeopleperceivethevisionasbeingoverly
theoretical,complicated,costly,orimpractical,thiswoulddiscouragethemfrompursuingchangesto
realizethatvision.Then,makethevisionattainable.Takethefirstpracticalsteps.Examplesarepilots,
proof-of-conceptworkshops,rapidprototypingwithiterativeremodeling,smallprocess-improvement
steps,learning-by-doingonthejob,andexperimentstodemonstratevalueandproveconcepts.These
activitiesacceleratelearningandleadtomorebuy-in.
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TAKE THE NEXT STEP

Forfinanceleadersandprofessionals:thisbookincites,urges,encourages,andenablesyoutotakethe
necessarynextstep.Financeleadersshouldstartcommunicatingtheneedforchange;actasachange
champion,includingenrollingemployeesinideageneration,andensurethatfinanceteamshavetheright
mixofdigital,technical,business,andpeopleskillstodeliverinsight,influence,andimpact.Leading
organizationstaketheinitiativeearly;theyarepreparingtheiremployeesfornew,yetundefined,future
roles.Financialprofessionalswilltakethenextstepwhenrecognizingthattheskillsdevelopedthrough
theirprofessionaltrainingarenolongeranautomaticpassporttoasustainablecareer:althoughthese
skillsrepresentafoundationtobuildupon,thecommitmenttolifelonglearningandembracingchange
remainsthepersonalresponsibilityofeveryfinancial.

Learnfromthisbook.Iwishyousuccesswithyourjourneytothehigh-performancefinancefunction.

Gary Cokins
Analytics-Based Performance Management LLC, Cary, USA 
www.garycokins.com
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