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In order to build a winning business case for improvements to their own 
systems and processes, Finance needs to offer benefits to the broader 
organization. 

	� How can Finance organizations build greater efficiency  
while leading the drive for better decision-making across  
the organization?

As organizations continue to evolve their decision making solution 
ecosystems to drive better performance, they need to ensure that 
important processes that deliver finance efficiency and standards are 
easily connected to performance management. In that context, an 
opportunity exists for Controllers and Finance teams to be catalysts  
for change – connecting important corporate reporting and financial 
information assets to the decision making flow.

Everyone would agree that job impact and career management actions 
are very important and that finance team morale and skill building is  
a high priority. In fact, the IBM 2010 Global CFO Study, which collected 
the views and insights of 1,900 senior finance leaders, listed finance talent 
development and connecting finance to the business among their top-tier 
initiatives.¹ This is a clear and encouraging sign that finance and accounting 
teams have the green light to execute meaningful activities to support the 
broader enterprise.

Driving company performance is job one, and finance teams are well 
positioned to lead the charge and improve standards and systems that 
support decision making. The CFO Study highlighted the most important 
priorities across core finance and enterprise agendas. Each finance leader 
surveyed compared the level of importance for a given activity with their 
own organization’s ability to deliver. Across the board there was a large 
gap between the level of importance and the level of effectiveness in these 
activities, and in fact this gap increases with each survey. This should 
induce Finance leaders to ask the question: where does he or she or their 
team fit in closing these effectiveness gaps?
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There are activities that can improve the framework for 
performance, and provide a trickle down benefit for finance 
efficiency and business insight. Finance teams need to continue 
the journey that connects key partners in the organization, 
specifically, information technology (IT) and business leaders. 
Business leaders cover a wide range of functional areas but a 
great place to start is in the customer-facing areas such as sales, 
customer service and marketing. In our experience, successful 
companies achieve both performance goals and individual 
contribution and career goals through synergy and teamwork 
with IT and business leaders.

There is no magic path to building relationships among 
stakeholders. However there are some tried and true approaches 
that can help stimulate the conversation that ultimately leads  
to business improvements.

Let’s start with performance process review. Performing an audit 
of the business requirements, though not necessarily through  
a formal process, can be invaluable to understanding the current 
needs of business stakeholders. Underestimated is the simple 
chat over coffee with someone “in the field” to learn about their 
challenges from their perspective. How do they forecast? Do 
they have all the data they need? What data is missing? Are they 
receiving the reports they need? Are there any particular reports 
that would be especially helpful? The goal, of course, is to tie 
these demands back to the processes and data supported in 
finance. Likewise, a similar conversation with IT can yield all 
types of important information. What requests from accounting 
and finance are challenging to fulfill? Is there an item that causes 
extra resources to be consumed? Bottom line – learn to see needs 
from the “customer’s” perspective.

Newly armed with insight, evaluate your processes. Ask what 
could be done to support these customer needs. Does this imply 
attacking old issues or raising new issues? Where are the gaps  
in finance efficiency, such as data standards and integration,  
that would help meet some of these user requirements? Is it time 
to revisit the budgeting and planning process to enable sales 
teams to better manage their pipeline, which in turn feeds more 
accurate and timely data back to finance?

Continue to embrace best practices that assist in implementing 
change. Establish a timely review session that includes an honest 
assessment of all the systems and processes that support 
performance management. Are there efficiencies that will 
improve data quality and flow by standardizing on a chart of 
accounts or critical business views of customer and product?  
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¹ IBM Institute for Business Value, The New Value Integrator: Insights from the Global Chief Financial Officer Study, March 2010
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Are there additional business views that provide better leverage 
for decisions, better and more timely ways to connect with the 
audience? Most important, connect the plans to a “rolling ROI,” 
that is, to an ongoing evaluation of the impact on the business, 
both quantitative and qualitative. Many C-level executives look 
for ROI on projects, and the number one question that we receive 
at IBM is – “How do I build an ROI case for improved planning 
or reporting?” This is difficult to accurately assess up front. 
However, what is achievable is a continued and rolling 
assessment. The goal is to show an ongoing return on the 
cumulative investment in performance management.

Much of this, of course, is common sense, and many Finance 
people are already engaged in this manner today. My goal in 
sharing these thoughts can really be boiled down into three points.

1.	�Relationship building through the understanding of each 
other’s day-to-day activities leads to greater synergy in business 
processes.

2.	�Informal assessments, linked to standard reviews, can unearth 
important opportunities for both business insight and finance 
efficiency.

3.	�Bottom up assessments – from business demands back to 
finance, accounting and IT – can uncover hidden opportunities 
and have a direct impact on systems and processes that support 
decision making.

The opportunity exists each and every day to increase the velocity 
and value of information to drive company performance. Finance 
can help lead the way.
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