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Our five key findings

1. Cash remains king, as does cash clarity – Finance functions are striving to gain greater visibility 
toward the “cash” horizon by strengthening strategic planning, sharpening business and competi-
tive intelligence, fortifying risk management, and honing forecasting. They’re also striving to 
ready themselves for challenges that may materialize, most notably by shoring up working capital 
management capabilities (especially cash forecasting) as a way to enhance organizational agility.

2. More and improved analysis is paramount – Finance functions place more importance than 
ever on strategic planning, risk management, executive dashboards, profitability analysis and 
other strategic areas of financial analysis. At the same time, they continue to seek opportunities to 
improve the close process and transparency of the results to support financial analysis.

3. There’s hunger for a more holistic approach – Rather than applying patchwork fixes to indi-
vidual processes, finance functions want to manage and improve related processes in a compre-
hensive manner. Strategic planning, budgeting and forecasting rank among the highest priorities 
in the entire study, which demonstrates an intent to strengthen overall corporate performance 
management. A similar approach is evident in priorities related to working capital management.

4. Getting the right talent in the right place is a formidable challenge – Complex regulatory 
compliance requirements and domestic tax laws, new accounting standards, looming changes 
on the international front (particularly related to transfer pricing), as well as emerging needs to 
analyze big data, challenge finance functions to find, attract and retain knowledgeable and expe-
rienced staff with the technical and analytical expertise to address these priorities effectively.

5. Soft skills have hard value – Finance functions are placing greater emphasis on cultivating 
stronger communication, collaboration and relationship-building skills throughout their ranks.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

“It Is not enough to be busy … the questIon Is: What are We busy about?”

Henry David Thoreau

Most finance functions today are incredibly busy, with waves of work rolling in at a greater pace 
and frequency. The business activities they support are running red-hot amid improving, yet still 
volatile, marketplace conditions. As Henry David Thoreau noted, however, busy is not sufficient 
unless it is wedded to intent.

The results of the 2015 Finance Priorities Survey from the Financial Executives Research Foun-
dation and Protiviti confirm that finance functions are beyond busy. The sheer number of priori-
ties they are addressing is at an all-time high in our four-year study. What’s more, the number of 
finance skills and capabilities our respondents view to be higher priorities compared to last year’s 
results has risen dramatically.

As we reveal and discuss in our report, our findings suggest that finance executives and professionals 
are clear on what they’re trying to achieve through effective cash management, business intelligence 
and analysis, knowledge of changing tax and finance laws, and a renewed focus on “people” skills.
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METHODOLOGY

The Financial Executives Research Foundation and Protiviti conducted the 2015 Finance Priorities 
Survey in the third quarter of 2014. More than 370 (n = 372) finance executives and professionals, 
including CFOs, vice presidents and directors of finance, and controllers, participated in our study. 
We are very appreciative and grateful for the time invested in our study by these individuals.

Respondent demographics can be found on pages 25-26. Please note that, upon request, we may 
be able to provide customized reports based on the results of respondents from specific groups – 
industry, company size, etc.

Since completion of the survey was voluntary, there is some potential for bias if those choosing 
to respond have significantly different views on matters covered by the survey from those who 
did not respond. Also, respondents to last year’s Finance Priorities Survey may not necessarily 
have participated in this year’s study, and some respondents answered certain questions while not 
answering others. Therefore, our results may be limited to the extent that such possibilities exist. 
Despite these limitations, we believe the results herein provide valuable insights regarding the 
priorities finance functions will be addressing in the coming year.
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RESULTS AND ANALYSIS

The five categories in our survey are:

• Process Capabilities (Financial Transactions)

• Process Capabilities (Financial Analysis)

• Emerging Issues

• Technical Capabilities

• Organizational Capabilities

Under each of these five categories, respondents were asked to rate, on a scale of one to 10, the 
level of priority for them and their organizations to improve in different areas and capabilities. A 
“10” rating indicates the issue is a high priority while a “1” indicates the issue is a low priority.

We have classified each of these issues with an index of 6.0 or higher as a “significant priority” 
for finance functions. Each with an index of 4.5 through 5.9 is classified as a “moderate priority” 
and each with an index of 4.4 or lower is classified as a “low priority.” We also note year-over-year 
(YOY) comparisons and comment on key trends throughout our report.

Top 5 Priorities: All Respondents

1. Strategic planning
2. Budgeting
3. Periodic forecasting
4. Period-end close
5. Cash forecasting

(tie) Profitability analysis (product, customer, channel, etc.)

Top 5 Priorities: CFOs and Finance Executives

1. Strategic planning
2. Budgeting
3.  Domestic regulations
4.  Profitability analysis
5. Cash forecasting

Top 5 Priorities: Large Companies

1. Budgeting
2.  Periodic forecasting
3. Risk management
4. Strategic planning
5. Performance management
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PROCESS CAPABILITIES (FINANCIAL TRANSACTIONS)

Key Findings

• Working capital management is a top priority – finance functions appear intent on 
strengthening these processes in a coordinated manner. 

• The emphasis on working capital management capabilities is not new. Yet the high 
level of interest shown in our results suggests finance executives and professionals 
intend to maintain this focus, not only to respond to economic volatility with greater 
flexibility, but also to ensure this capability does not stagnate or weaken during periods 
of more favorable economic conditions, when organizations are running “hot” and may 
tend to treat these areas as less important.

• A growing focus on period-end close activities, consolidation and account 
reconciliations suggests a similar desire to improve these areas within a thriving yet 
volatile business climate, when such activities may slip in quality.

• By prioritizing pricing, finance executives and professionals show they want to 
capitalize on improving market conditions.

“bottom-lIne profItabIlIty, balance sheet strength and top-lIne groWth are key 
objectIves [for our organIzatIon].”

– Chief financial officer, professional services organization
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Overall Results, Process Capabilities (Financial Transactions)

Process Capabilities – Financial Transactions
2015 Priority 

Index
2014 Priority 

Index
YOY 

Trend

Period-end close 6.9 6.7

Cash forecasting 6.8 6.8

Account reconciliations 6.6 6.4

Working capital management 6.5 6.2

Accounts receivable 6.3 5.6

Invoicing/billing 6.3 5.5

Pricing 6.3 5.8

Consolidation 6.2 5.9

Variance analysis 6.2 5.7

Banking relationships 6.2 6.0

Cost allocation 6.1 5.5

Debt and other investments 6.0 5.8

Payroll processing 6.0 5.0

Accounts payable 6.0 5.3

Tax processing (sales and use tax, 1099, T&E tax coding, etc.) 5.9 5.1

Payroll tax processing 5.8 4.9

Financial risk management (hedging, credit risk, FX risk, interest rate 
risk, etc.)

5.7 5.6

Project accounting 5.6 5.5

Time capture and reporting 5.6 5.1

Fixed asset accounting 5.5 5.0

Standard costing 5.4 5.2

Travel and entertainment reimbursement 5.3 5.0

Activity-based costing 5.2 4.9

Mergers, acquisitions and divestitures 5.2 5.3
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Commentary

• Among all respondents, close-to-report processes and working capital management activities 
represent top priorities. The greatest focal points include period-end close activities, cash fore-
casting, account reconciliations, invoicing/billing and consolidation.

• Cash still reigns supreme, from working capital management to cash forecasting. Based on the 
survey results, there clearly is a desire to manage and enhance these areas in a more holistic 
manner, as opposed to applying patchwork fixes.

• Compared to last year’s results, numerous transactional processes have increased markedly in 
priority, including accounts receivable/accounts payable, invoicing/billing, payroll processing 
and payroll tax processing. This underscores that finance functions are working to stay focused 
on the fundamentals while keeping pace with the growing list of responsibilities related to 
revenue-generation activities.

• Finance functions are at a point where business owners expect them to provide and continually 
update an end-to-end view of performance, from forecasting through reporting. Overall, these 
financial transaction priorities suggest that the finance function has a growing need for flexible 
reporting capabilities that address a variety of different stakeholder decision-making needs.

“managIng our debt posItIon Is crItIcal for antIcIpated acquIsItIons and mergers.” 

– Chief financial officer, construction company
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Focus on CFOs/Finance Executives and Large Companies

Process Capabilities –  
Financial Transactions

CFOs/Finance 
Executives1

YOY Trend  
(Priority Level)

Large Company 
Respondents2

YOY Trend  
(Priority Level)

Period-end close

Cash forecasting

Account reconciliations

Working capital management

Accounts receivable

Invoicing/billing

Pricing

Consolidation

Variance analysis

Banking relationships

Cost allocation

Debt and other investments

Payroll processing

Accounts payable

Tax processing (sales and use 
tax, 1099, T&E tax coding, etc.)

Payroll tax processing

Financial risk management 
(hedging, credit risk, FX risk, 
interest rate risk, etc.)

Project accounting

Time capture and reporting

Fixed asset accounting

Standard costing

Travel and entertainment 
reimbursement

Activity-based costing

Mergers, acquisitions and 
divestitures

Significant Priority 
Index of 6.0 or higher

Moderate Priority 
Index of 4.5 to 5.9

Low Priority 
Index of 4.4 or lower

1 Includes responses from CFOs and Vice President-level executives.
2 Companies with revenues of US$1 billion or more.
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Commentary

• The top priorities for CFOs, finance executives and large company respondents reflect points of 
emphasis similar to those identified in the overall response – only more emphatically. Our results 
show that working capital management – and cash forecasting, in particular – is an even greater 
priority among these groups. 

• Among large company respondents, cash forecasting (7.0) ranks as one of the top priorities in 
our entire survey. 

• Compared to last year’s results, more transactional processes are viewed to be top priorities to 
address: AR/AP, payroll pricing, activity-based costing, cost allocation, and time capture and 
reporting, among others. Clearly, finance function leaders are aware of the need for a more 
structured and holistic approach to finance governance.

• Executive-level respondents also assign a notably higher priority to pricing compared to last 
year’s results, which reflects a drive to better capitalize on improving market conditions.

“lIquIdIty and avaIlabIlIty are crItIcal as We are In expansIon mode.” 

– Chief financial officer, manufacturing company
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PROCESS CAPABILITIES (FINANCIAL ANALYSIS)

Key Findings

• Strategic planning, risk management, periodic forecasting, budgeting and profitability 
analysis are among the highest-rated priorities in the survey. These areas reflect the 
finance function’s commitment to achieving (and sharing) sharper, and increasingly 
real-time, clarity on performance, cash positions and profitability sources. 

• The finance function is devoting more work to analyzing and reporting profitability, 
which will ultimately bolster strategic decisions regarding customers, products, product 
lines and geographic markets. 

• Notably, the analysis of big data is a significant priority within the finance functions of 
large companies.

Overall Results, Process Capabilities (Financial Analysis)

Process Capabilities – Financial Analysis
2015 Priority 

Index
2014 Priority 

Index
YOY 

Trend

Strategic planning 7.2 7.0

Budgeting 7.1 6.8

Periodic forecasting 7.0 6.9

Profitability analysis (product, customer, channel, etc.) 6.8 6.6

Risk management (assessing risks tied to strategy, forecasting, etc.) 6.7 n/a n/a

Performance management/executive dashboards/balanced scorecards 6.6 6.6

Business intelligence (operations reporting) 6.6 6.4

Board of directors financial reporting 6.4 5.9

Profitability reporting – segment 6.3 6.1

Margin management 6.3 6.3

Competitive intelligence (competitor, customer, geopolitical, etc.) 6.2 5.9

Profitability reporting – product 6.0 6.2

Profitability reporting – customer 5.9 5.9

Project management 5.8 5.4

External reporting (10-Q, 10-K, 8-K, Proxy and other Shareholder) 5.8 5.7

Analysis of big data 5.6 n/a n/a

Nonfinancial reporting – ad hoc reporting 5.6 5.4

Profitability reporting – channel 5.6 5.7

Management reporting – ad hoc or self-reporting 5.6 5.4

Enterprise risk reporting 5.4 5.3

Other statistical reporting 5.2 5.0
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Commentary

• Strategic planning stands out as the highest overall priority in our survey (7.2). Budgeting and 
periodic forecasting rank with strategic planning as the three highest financial analysis-related 
priorities for finance executives and professionals. 

• Together with other highly ranked priorities such as performance management and business 
intelligence (operations reporting), the findings indicate that finance functions are striving to 
manage these interrelated processes in a holistic manner.

• The emphasis on risk management (assessing risks tied to strategy, forecasting, etc.) suggests that 
finance functions are working to maintain alignment of strategy, risk management capabilities 
and performance management processes amid a changing operating environment.3

“longer-term plannIng and performance assessment statIstIcs, IncludIng ImplementatIon 
of rollIng forecasts, are tWo key areas of focus for our organIzatIon.”

– Chief financial officer, professional services organization

3 For more on the integration of risk management and corporate performance management, see:  
www.protiviti.com/en-US/Pages/Performance-Risk-Integration-Management-Model-PRIM2.aspx. 

www.protiviti.com/en-US/Pages/Performance-Risk-Integration-Management-Model-PRIM2.aspx
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Focus on CFOs/Finance Executives and Large Companies

Process Capabilities –  
Financial Analysis

CFOs/Finance 
Executives

YOY Trend  
(Priority Level)

Large Company 
Respondents

YOY Trend  
(Priority Level)

Strategic planning

Budgeting

Periodic forecasting

Profitability analysis (product, 
customer, channel, etc.)

Risk management (assessing 
risks tied to strategy, 
forecasting, etc.)

n/a n/a

Performance management/
executive dashboards/balanced 
scorecards

Business intelligence 
(operations reporting)

Board of directors financial 
reporting

Profitability reporting – segment

Margin management

Competitive intelligence 
(competitor, customer, 
geopolitical, etc.)

Profitability reporting – product

Profitability reporting – 
customer

Project management

External reporting (10-Q, 
10-K, 8-K, Proxy and other 
Shareholder)

Analysis of big data n/a n/a

Nonfinancial reporting – ad hoc 
reporting

Profitability reporting – channel

Management reporting – ad hoc 
or self-reporting

Enterprise risk reporting

Other statistical reporting

Significant Priority 
Index of 6.0 or higher

Moderate Priority 
Index of 4.5 to 5.9

Low Priority 
Index of 4.4 or lower
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Commentary

• The top priorities for CFOs, finance executives, and finance functions in large companies reflect 
a growing emphasis on strategic planning, budgeting and periodic forecasting. In fact, they 
generally view these areas as even higher priorities compared to other respondents.

• Profitability analysis (by product, customer, channel, etc.) increased substantially as a priority 
compared to last year’s CFO/finance executive results. By sharpening visibility into which offer-
ings, product lines, customers, customer segments and geographies are more profitable, finance 
functions can strengthen decision-making around pricing, new markets, acquisitions and related 
strategic matters.

• There also is a higher priority placed on project management compared to last year. This shift 
reflects a need for process improvements, particularly related to working capital management 
and competitive intelligence (an area that typically supports strategic planning).

• Among large company respondents, many areas of financial analysis appear to be more impor-
tant than ever. Consider that in last year’s results, no area of financial analysis was ranked 7 or 
higher as a priority, while this year there are six such areas:

 – Risk management (7.3)

 – Budgeting (7.3)

 – Periodic forecasting (7.3)

 – Strategic planning (7.2)

 – Performance management (7.1) 

 – Business intelligence (7.0)

• Other areas that show significant year-over-year jumps in priority reflect a growing focus on 
reporting activities, including budgeting, performance management, board of directors financial 
reporting, nonfinancial (ad hoc) reporting, management reporting, and enterprise risk reporting.

• Unlike other groups, large company respondents rated analysis of big data as a significant priority. 
It is likely that most small and midsize companies have yet to begin leveraging big data analytics.

“fast groWth In our company requIres accurate forecastIng and plannIng, [and]  
a hIghly competItIve marketplace leads to a need for competItIve data analysIs of  
our profItabIlIty.”

– Chief financial officer, distribution company
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EMERGING ISSUES

Key Findings

• Similar to last year’s results, sustainability and changes to U.S. healthcare regulations 
rank as top priorities. 

• CFOs and finance executives are focused intently on aging workforce issues, while 
contending with the challenges and opportunities of globalization is a significant 
priority among finance functions in large companies. 

• While the new FASB/IASB standard on revenue recognition – which goes into effect in 
late 2016 – is a moderate priority, its importance is likely to intensify soon.

Overall Results, Emerging Issues

Emerging Issues
2015 Priority 

Index
2014 Priority 

Index
YOY 

Trend

Sustainability 6.4 5.8

Changes to U.S. healthcare regulations 6.3 6.5

Revenue recognition (impending new accounting standard) 5.8 n/a n/a

Globalization 5.6 5.6

Aging workforce 5.2 4.7

Generational workforce diversity 5.1 n/a n/a

Regional instability in the global marketplace 4.9 n/a n/a

Quantitative easing 4.6 n/a n/a

“Re-shoring” (moving offshored activities back home/onshore) 3.4 n/a n/a

Commentary

• Although companies will not experience the full impact of the Affordable Care Act (ACA) until 
this coming year, its urgency as a priority for finance functions has decreased, albeit slightly. This 
could be an indicator that while the ACA remains a priority, finance executives and professionals 
appear to be managing adequately the myriad issues and challenges that this law entails.

• Revenue recognition does not currently qualify as a significant priority. However, we expect the 
issue likely will increase in importance in the coming months.4

4 For more on the new revenue recognition standard, see: www.protiviti.com/en-US/Documents/Regulatory-
Reports/General-Business/Protiviti-Flash-Report-New-Revenue-Recognition-Standard-060214.pdf, and  
http://blog.protiviti.com/tag/revenue-recognition-standards/.

www.protiviti.com/en-US/Documents/Regulatory-Reports/General-Business/Protiviti-Flash-Report-New-Revenue-Recognition-Standard-060214.pdf
www.protiviti.com/en-US/Documents/Regulatory-Reports/General-Business/Protiviti-Flash-Report-New-Revenue-Recognition-Standard-060214.pdf
http://blog.protiviti.com/tag/revenue-recognition-standards/
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Focus on CFOs/Finance Executives and Large Companies

Emerging Issues
CFOs/Finance 

Executives
YOY Trend  

(Priority Level)
Large Company 

Respondents
YOY Trend  

(Priority Level)

Sustainability

Changes to U.S. healthcare 
regulations

Revenue recognition (impending 
new accounting standard)

n/a n/a

Globalization

Aging workforce

Generational workforce diversity n/a n/a

Regional instability in the global 
marketplace

n/a n/a

Quantitative easing n/a n/a

“Re-shoring” (moving offshored 
activities back home/onshore)

n/a n/a

Significant Priority 
Index of 6.0 or higher

Moderate Priority 
Index of 4.5 to 5.9

Low Priority 
Index of 4.4 or lower

Commentary

• Sustainability figures as a significant priority for CFOs and finance executives, as well as finance 
leaders and staff in large organizations. As sustainability initiatives throughout the enterprise 
evolve, finance functions are playing a greater role in supporting these efforts, from both report-
ing and analysis perspectives.

• Of particular note are the findings related to the aging workforce, which show a notable 
increase in priority this year. This change suggests that succession planning and talent 
management challenges, fueled by retiring baby boomers, are requiring more attention from 
corporate finance leaders.

• Finance functions in large companies appear to have greater concerns about the implications of 
the impending new revenue recognition accounting standard – it is rated as a significant priority, 
though it will not go into effect until late 2016. 

• Large company finance functions also view globalization to be a significant priority. While this 
makes sense given the international reach of most large organizations, it is a notable change 
compared to our last survey, in which globalization was rated lower (at the moderate level).
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TECHNICAL CAPABILITIES

Key Findings

• As the number and complexity of business regulations, accounting standards and tax 
rules increase, finance executives and professionals continue striving to keep their 
technical proficiency in these areas current and sufficient.

• Recent PCAOB initiatives, particularly the board’s inspection reports of audits of 
internal control over financial reporting, may be helping to shape these priorities, as 
well. While the PCAOB regulates external auditors, its findings are having an immediate 
downstream effect on finance functions, processes and activities within many 
companies. 

• These challenges are likely to intensify, placing further pressures on finance functions 
to bring in the right technical skills for the right positions, and then keep their skills 
and expertise current.

Overall Results, Technical Capabilities

Technical Capabilities
2015 Priority 

Index
2014 Priority 

Index
YOY 

Trend

Domestic regulations 6.6 6.0

U.S. tax laws 6.4 6.1

Tax planning/forecasting 6.3 5.8

In-country taxes 6.0 5.4

State or jurisdiction taxes 6.0 5.7

Revenue accounting – general: revenue recognition – multiple element 
deliverables

5.9 5.6

Readiness for adopting new and impending accounting pronouncements 5.8 5.4

International/transfer pricing regulations 5.8 5.3

Impending FASB Standard – Revenue from Contracts with Customers 5.5 4.9

International cash/earnings repatriation – compliance and accounting 
implications

5.4 5.2

Reporting uncertainties to the IRS (new regulations) 5.4 4.9

Reporting uncertainties – external reporting 5.3 5.0

Fair value accounting (ASC 825 – formerly FAS 159, Fair Value Option for 
Financial Assets and Liabilities)

5.3 5.1

Foreign taxes 5.3 4.9

Sarbanes-Oxley reporting and disclosures 5.2 5.5

Segment reporting 5.2 5.0

International Financial Reporting Standards/GAAP convergence projects 5.2 5.1

Business combinations 5.2 4.8
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Technical Capabilities
2015 Priority 

Index
2014 Priority 

Index
YOY 

Trend

FASB Accounting Standards Codification – impact on both research 
capabilities and disclosures

5.1 4.8

Proxy rules, including risk and compensation disclosures 4.6 4.8

Extensible business reporting language (XBRL) 4.4 4.5

Regulation S-K and S-X Requirements 4.4 4.8

Stock-based compensation (ASC 718 or ASC 505-50 – formerly FAS 123R 
Share-Based Payments)

4.3 4.8

Commentary

• The top priorities in this category – including domestic regulations, U.S. tax laws, tax planning 
and forecasting, and in-country taxes – are similar to last year’s findings, but the year-over-year 
increases in priority for each of these areas is noteworthy. Several of these technical accounting 
capabilities, along with state/jurisdiction taxes, have been elevated to significant priorities.

• Overall, the finance function’s activities in these technical areas appear to be consuming greater 
amounts of time, attention and resources. This area featured two significant priority ratings in the 
2014 survey, while there are five such ratings this year. This is a reflection of the growing complexity 
of tax management, regulatory compliance requirements, and accounting standards/rules changes. 

• These priorities underscore another ongoing challenge for finance leaders: identifying the right 
personnel who possess the requisite technical accounting knowledge and skills to address these 
priorities effectively for the organization.

• While IFRS/GAAP convergence projects remain a middle-of-the-pack priority, potential 
changes to lease accounting rules may require significant time and attention in the coming year.

• Other areas that have the potential to emerge as priorities in the coming one to two years 
include international taxes and related inversion rules.

Focus on CFOs/Finance Executives and Large Companies

Technical Capabilities
CFOs/Finance 

Executives
YOY Trend  

(Priority Level)
Large Company 

Respondents
YOY Trend  

(Priority Level)

Domestic regulations

U.S. tax laws

Tax planning/forecasting

In-country taxes

State or jurisdiction taxes

Revenue accounting – general: 
revenue recognition – multiple 
element deliverables

Overall Results, Technical Capabilities (continued)
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Technical Capabilities
CFOs/Finance 

Executives
YOY Trend  

(Priority Level)
Large Company 

Respondents
YOY Trend  

(Priority Level)

Readiness for adopting new 
and impending accounting 
pronouncements

International/transfer pricing 
regulations

Impending FASB Standard – 
Revenue from Contracts with 
Customers

International cash/earnings 
repatriation – compliance and 
accounting implications

Reporting uncertainties to the 
IRS (new regulations)

Reporting uncertainties – 
external reporting

Fair value accounting (ASC 825 
– formerly FAS 159, Fair Value 
Option for Financial Assets and 
Liabilities)

Foreign taxes

Sarbanes-Oxley reporting and 
disclosures

Segment reporting

International Financial Reporting 
Standards/GAAP convergence 
projects

Business combinations

FASB Accounting Standards 
Codification – impact on both 
research capabilities and 
disclosures

Proxy rules, including risk and 
compensation disclosures

Extensible business reporting 
language (XBRL)

Regulation S-K and S-X 
Requirements

Stock-based compensation (ASC 
718 or ASC 505-50 – formerly FAS 
123R Share-Based Payments)

Significant Priority 
Index of 6.0 or higher

Moderate Priority 
Index of 4.5 to 5.9

Low Priority 
Index of 4.4 or lower

Focus on CFOs/Finance Executives and Large Companies (continued)
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Commentary

• For CFOs, finance executives and large company respondents, numerous technical account-
ing areas represent significant priorities – far more than in last year’s survey. Specifically, 
large company respondents rank 11 of these areas as high priorities (compared to three in last 
year’s survey), while CFOs and finance executives rank five areas as such (compared to just 
one last year).

• Compared to last year’s results, CFOs and finance executives appear much more focused on 
their function’s ability to manage domestic regulations, tax planning and forecasting activities, 
in-country tax requirements, compliance with international cash/earnings repatriation, and the 
impending new FASB standard concerning revenue recognition, which will be effective in 2017 
but may require data collection beginning in 2015. 

• Large company respondents share most of the same concerns but also identify some unique 
priorities, such as looming changes to international transfer pricing regulations. 

• The increasing importance of so many regulatory, tax and accounting areas suggests that 
CFOs and finance executives in companies of all sizes face a growing challenge to locate and 
hire qualified accounting and finance staff with the right technical skills, and then place them 
in the right positions.

“contInued uncertaInty In areas such as taxes and accountIng contInue to cost  
our company money In determInIng What to do and then changIng course as the 
rules change.”

– Financial reporting director, manufacturing company
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ORGANIZATIONAL CAPABILITIES

Key Findings

• Although the results in this category reflect priorities similar to those identified last 
year, the large number of areas ranked higher in year-over-year comparisons, in terms 
of priority index, is eye-opening.

• Finance executives and professionals appear increasingly likely to attribute hard value 
to what have traditionally been considered soft skills, such as leadership, coaching/
mentoring, change management, working effectively with regulators, dealing with 
confrontation, and time management.

“leadershIp can posItIvely (or negatIvely) affect hoW Well an organIzatIon evolves. 
effectIve leadershIp facIlItates effectIve change management – WhIch, In turn, 
helps an organIzatIon remaIn dynamIc. We need to Invest In our people to make sure 
they are engaged WIth the vIsIon/mIssIon of our organIzatIon. that only happens 
When you have good managers Who make tIme for and mentor staff.”

– Financial reporting director, healthcare organization
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Overall Results, Organizational Capabilities

Organizational Capabilities
2015 Priority 

Index
2014 Priority 

Index
YOY 

Trend

Leadership (within your organization) 6.4 6.0

Change management 6.2 5.9

Personnel performance evaluation 6.0 5.5

Coaching/mentoring 5.9 5.7

Developing rapport with senior executives 5.8 5.3

Working effectively with regulators 5.8 5.1

Developing rapport with business-unit executives 5.8 5.3

Working effectively with external auditors 5.7 4.9

Written communication 5.6 5.1

Working effectively with outside parties 5.6 4.9

Developing outside contacts/networking 5.6 5.1

Leveraging outside expertise 5.6 5.2

Negotiation 5.5 5.1

Leadership (in outside organizations, groups, etc.) 5.4 5.0

Time management 5.4 4.9

Networking with peers 5.3 4.8

Management of outsourcing arrangements 5.3 4.8

Management of shared services 5.2 5.0

Dealing with confrontation 5.2 4.8

Presenting (small groups) 5.1 4.5

Presenting (large groups) 4.9 4.5

High-pressure meetings 4.9 4.6

Six Sigma/continuous improvement 4.8 4.4

Commentary

• What may be most noteworthy in this year’s results are the across-the-board increases in prior-
ity index numbers, suggesting that organizational capabilities, in general, are being viewed with 
greater urgency in finance departments.

• Of particular note, more importance and attention are being placed on strengthening the finance 
function’s external relationships. In reviewing the year-over-year results, this year’s respondents 
rated working effectively with external auditors, regulators and outside parties substantially higher.
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Focus on CFOs/Finance Executives and Large Companies

Organizational Capabilities
CFOs/Finance 

Executives
YOY Trend  

(Priority Level)
Large Company 

Respondents
YOY Trend  

(Priority Level)

Leadership (within your 
organization)

Change management

Personnel performance 
evaluation

Coaching/mentoring

Developing rapport with senior 
executives

Working effectively with 
regulators

Developing rapport with 
business-unit executives

Working effectively with external 
auditors

Written communication

Working effectively with outside 
parties

Developing outside contacts/
networking

Leveraging outside expertise

Negotiation

Leadership (in outside 
organizations, groups, etc.)

Time management

Networking with peers

Management of outsourcing 
arrangements

Management of shared services

Dealing with confrontation

Presenting (small groups)

Presenting (large groups)

High-pressure meetings

Six Sigma/continuous 
improvement

Significant Priority 
Index of 6.0 or higher

Moderate Priority 
Index of 4.5 to 5.9

Low Priority 
Index of 4.4 or lower
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Commentary

• The responses from CFOs and finance executives, along with finance executives and profes-
sionals in large companies, show significant year-over-year increases in almost every area – even 
more so than in the overall survey response. Areas of growing importance include personnel 
performance evaluation, time management, working effectively with regulators, negotiation, 
dealing with confrontation, developing rapport with different executive groups, and leadership 
(in outside organizations). 

• Both CFO/finance executive respondents and large company respondents elevated coaching/
mentoring from a moderate priority in 2014 to a significant priority for the coming year. This 
shift suggests that more finance leaders see a need to mentor future generations of finance 
managers and executives on the importance of traditional communication methods – including 
face-to-face discussions, negotiations and roll-up-your-sleeves collaboration – and how these soft 
skills drive the finance function’s overall performance and success.

“our busIness Is about buIldIng relatIonshIps – WIth customers, specIalIsts and 
knoWledge experts.”

– Financial reporting director, energy company
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SURVEY DEMOGRAPHICS

All demographic information was provided voluntarily and not all participants provided data for 
every demographic question.

Position

Chief Financial Officer 22%

Vice President, Finance 11%

Corporate Controller 17%

Assistant/Divisional Controller 6%

Financial Reporting Director/Manager 17%

Budgeting/Planning Director/Manager 2%

SEC Reporting Manager 1%

Finance Process Manager 7%

Finance Staff 6%

External Public Accountant 1%

Corporate Management 7%

Audit Committee Member 1%

Other 2%

Industry

Manufacturing 20%

Financial Services 12%

Government/Education/Not-for-Profit 9%

Energy 6%

Healthcare Provider 6%

Professional Services 5%

Technology 5%

Consumer Products 4%

Distribution 4%

Retail 4%

Real Estate 3%

Insurance 3%

Communications 2%

Life Sciences/Biotechnology 2%
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Industry (continued)

Services 2%

Hospitality 2%

Utilities 2%

Media 1%

Healthcare Payer 1%

Telecommunications 1%

Other 6%

Certifications

Certified Public Accountant (CPA)/Chartered Accountant (CA) 56%

Chartered Financial Analyst (CFA) 5%

Certified Management Accountant (CMA) 8%

Certified Information Systems Auditor (CISA) 2%

Certified Internal Auditor (CIA) 5%

Size of Organization (by gross annual revenue in U.S. dollars)

$20 billion or greater 9%

$10 billion to $19.99 billion 5%

$5 billion to $9.99 billion 5%

$1 billion to $4.99 billion 15%

$500 million to $999.99 million 9%

$100 million to $499.99 million 24%

Less than $100 million 33%

Organization Headquarters

United States 89%

South Africa 6%

Japan 2%

Brazil 1%

Canada 1%

Other 1%
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ABOUT PROTIVITI

Protiviti (www.protiviti.com) is a global consulting firm that helps companies solve problems in 
finance, technology, operations, governance, risk and internal audit, and has served more than 40 
percent of FORTUNE 1000® and FORTUNE Global 500® companies. Protiviti and its indepen-
dently owned Member Firms serve clients through a network of more than 70 locations in over 
20 countries. The firm also works with smaller, growing companies, including those looking to go 
public, as well as with government agencies.

Protiviti is a wholly owned subsidiary of Robert Half (NYSE: RHI). Founded in 1948, Robert Half 
is a member of the S&P 500 index.

About Our Business Performance Improvement Services 

Our Business Performance Improvement experts help CFOs and other executives improve their 
business operations. This includes process improvements for financial and reporting processes 
and integrating risk considerations into their performance management activities, as well as assis-
tance in reductions of working capital and improvements to cash flow, control and optimization 
of costs, and management of risk in their operations. We help drive performance of the supply 
chain through operations process improvements, strategic sourcing strategies, inventory manage-
ment, contract management and enhancements to working capital. We assist client executives in 
improving their control over major capital and construction projects, creating more reliable project 
timelines and reducing exposure to cost overruns. We also support investment and divestiture 
transactions, including execution of financial and operational mergers and acquisitions (M&A) due 
diligence, and we assist in the selection and implementation of enterprise performance manage-
ment software applications.

About Our Financial Advisory Services

Our Financial Advisory consultants help companies reduce their risk of non-compliance, while 
limiting exposure to financial restatements and other costly non-routine situations. The conditions 
in today’s global business market – including rapidly changing regulations; increased scrutiny of 
company financials; complex, nonrecurring business transactions; and a shortage of experienced 
finance and accounting professionals – strain the capabilities of many finance organizations. This 
increases an organization’s exposure to mistakes, lost synergies and the inability to maintain base-
level financial processes, and has led to more than 5,200 financial restatements in the United States 
since 2004. The risk of these errors is typically higher during the adoption of new accounting stan-
dards; significant business transactions; implementation of new IT/ERP systems; restructurings, 
acquisitions and divestitures; and expansion into new markets or businesses. Our Financial Advi-
sory professionals provide the critical functional and project management expertise necessary to 
prepare for and manage non-routine situations cost-effectively, such as restatements, mergers and 
IPOs. We proactively monitor new accounting rules and offer our clients assistance with addressing 
complex accounting or reporting challenges.

http://www.protiviti.com


28 The Rising Tide of Finance Challenges

Protiviti Business Performance Improvement/Financial  
Advisory Practices – Contact Information

James Pajakowski
Executive Vice President – Global Services
+1.312.476.6378
james.pajakowski@protiviti.com

CHICAGO

James Pajakowski
+1.312.476.6378
james.pajakowski@protiviti.com

DALLAS

Ryan Senter 
+1.469.374.2425 
ryan.senter@protiviti.com

HOUSTON

Marcus Delouche 
+1.713.314.4982 
marcus.delouche@protiviti.com

Jay Thompson 
+1.713.314.4923 
jay.thompson@protiviti.com 
 
 
 

NEW YORK

Charles Soranno
+1.732.326.4518
charles.soranno@protiviti.com

Christopher Wright 
+1.212.603.5434 
christopher.wright@protiviti.com

SAN FRANCISCO

Gordon Tucker 
+1.415.402.3670 
gordon.tucker@protiviti.com

SANTA CLARA

Steve Hobbs 
+1.415.402.6913 
steve.hobbs@protiviti.com

WASHINGTON, D.C.

Gary Callaghan 
+1.571.382.7228 
gary.callaghan@protiviti.com 
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ABOUT FINANCIAL EXECUTIVES RESEARCH FOUNDATION

Financial Executives Research Foundation (FERF) is the nonprofit 501(c)(3) research affiliate 
of Financial Executives International (FEI). FERF researchers identify key financial issues and 
develop impartial, timely research reports for FEI members and nonmembers alike, in a variety of 
publication formats. FERF relies primarily on voluntary tax-deductible contributions from corpo-
rations and individuals. Publications can be ordered by logging on to ferf.org.

The views set forth in this publication are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily represent 
those of the FERF Board as a whole, individual trustees, employees or the members of the Adviso-
ry Committee. FERF shall be held harmless against any claims, demands, suits, damages, injuries, 
costs or expenses of any kind or nature whatsoever except such liabilities as may result solely from 
misconduct or improper performance by FERF or any of its representatives.
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