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INTRODUCTION

I recently celebrated the completion of over four decades as a financial professional, most of which I spent in the financial services industry. After graduating with a bachelor of science in accounting from the Leeds School of Business at the University of Colorado Boulder, I began my career with Arthur Andersen in Denver, finishing as a manager in the Philadelphia office. At twenty-eight years old, I became the controller of Texacos global risk management and insurance operations in Bermuda and then went on to serve as chief financial officer (CFO) for Zurich Global Energy, a subsidiary of Zurich Insurance Group. This was followed by my first start-up opportunity as CFO for a US property and casualty insurance company for RenaissanceRe. Later, I had a rare transformation opportunity as a chief information officer for Virginia Farm Bureau Insurance, completing my career in New York City as CFO of Mutual of America (MoA) Financial Group and chairman and CEO of MoA Funds, a $28 billion mutual fund complex. I worked extensively in start-up or turnaround situations, as they created the greatest opportunity not only for personal growth but also for innovation and transformation. I have had an incredible professional career and journey, creating new businesses, casting insightful strategies, and developing innovative technologies while having the privilege to work and develop amazing individuals and teams.

Of all the titles and all the jobs Ive had, Ive most enjoyed the role of CFO. Perhaps more than any other role in a company, apart from that of the CEO, the CFO yields the most power and ability to influence, to truly transform a company. As a result, this book began as a mission to share my understanding of what excellence means in the CFO role and what is required to become a high-impact CFO. Ive learned that success begins when you look beyond the numbers to the story that helps you understand the why. Why growth happened. Why revenue dropped. Why a product or service launched successfully or failed to find its place in the market.

Spending so much time in the C-suite, Ive learned critical lessons that have made me a truly high-impact CFO, lessons that Ive then shared to empower and equip future financial leaders. Lessons about successful communication, becoming a change champion, building a strategy that motivates teams, and leveraging data and business intelligence (BI) to drive growth. Ive built stronger, more focused financial teams at every company Ive worked forteams that are now fully positioned to advance strategic and important work. And now I want to explain how I achieved all of this, equipping you with the knowledge and tools to deliver critical value as part of your companys financial team.

There are many good books on leadership and on how to be an effective CEO but very few that consider the unique challenges facing the CFO and provide a hands-on practical approach to addressing them. You dont become a high-impact CFO merely through an academic or conceptual medium. This book represents my desire to pass on what Ive learned from others, to open new pages for your career, and to coach you in the tactics and habits that are integral to becoming an excellent CFO and financial professional.

The Transformational CFO is not a textbook on high finance. My goal isnt to prepare the next CFO for J.P. Morgan or Google. Instead, its to do something bigger and, I think, more important. Its to elevate every financial professional in any size of organization. Whether youre new to the financial team or have been in your role for twenty years, I want to empower you to grow, to build skills, and to have a lasting and meaningful impact on your organization. I earnestly desire to help you lead a life of consequence and shape a career that brings you deep joy and satisfaction.

This book is structured to build skills progressively and challenge you as a professional. The book maintains a consistent focus on practical application, personal growth, and the evolving role of the financial leader. Each chapter builds upon the previous ones, creating a cohesive narrative of professional development. To assist you in thoroughly considering each chapter and its content, I finish each chapter with a series of questions to enhance your understanding and application of the material.

Foundation Building (chapters 14)

 The book begins by establishing the core elements of becoming a high-impact CFO. It starts with character development, emphasizing the importance of integrity and hard work. It then moves on to critical knowledge acquisition and effective communication skills. These chapters lay the groundwork for all that follows, highlighting that technical skills alone are not enough for true success in finance leadership.

Leadership and Management (chapters 57)

 Building on the foundation, the book then goes into the key aspects of leading and managing teams. It covers pivotal management skills, championing change and innovation, and developing courageous leadership. This section bridges the gap between being a competent individual contributor and becoming an influential leader who can drive organizational success.

Strategic and Technological Advancement (chapters 810)

 This section of the book focuses on elevating your strategic thinking and technological competence. It covers leveraging technology, developing targeted strategies, and mastering data and BI. These chapters aim to equip you with the tools and mindset needed to navigate the modern business landscape and drive your organization forward.

Long-Term Impact and Leaving a Legacy (chapters 1112)

 The book concludes by zooming out to the bigger picture of creating lasting impact. It discusses building a sustainable organizational culture and leaving a meaningful legacy. These final chapters encourage you to think beyond your immediate role and consider your long-term influence on your organization and the finance profession as a whole. Finally, I define a level 5 CFO and the steps required to achieve this role in an organization in order to support the CEO and provide finance with an avenue to deliver the most meaningful impact on the organization.

Finally, although this book is aimed primarily at the financial professional, I believe there is an opportunity to unpack and explore the unique and critical relationship between the CEO and the CFO. In the last part of each chapter, you will note that I have included a section called CEO Corner. The comments in this section offer specific, relevant opportunities for the CEO to maximize the impact of the CFO and their ability to facilitate the success of the company. The CEO might consider ways in which they are reinforcing or conflicting with the CFO and the relevant implications.

A CEO I worked with is a member of a CEO coaching and development group. In that group, he shared his experience of working with a high-impact CFO. I was sad, but not surprised, to hear that so many of that peer group expressed that they did not have such a CFO and that they had never really understood that their CFO could have such an impact. My desire in this book is to remedy this experience and unleash an army of high-impact CFOs to transform thousands of companies. To realize the transformational CFO in every organization.

Let the journey begin.




PART ONE

Foundation Building

I worked for more than two decades in New York City. As I walked the streets of that amazing city, I was mystified by the size and beauty of the buildings. So high, so ingeniously different, holding so many people doing creative and marvelous work. I had an opportunity to see a few new buildings being built and understood that, to support the immensity of these structures, they needed massive, well-designed foundations. If the foundations were not sure, then the buildings that we see on top of them would never be possible.

A professional career must be built in the same way, with the same deep footing. The foundation that we are building in this first part of the book begins with a vision of a high-impact CFO. You cant build a great building without knowing what it will look like. Neither can we build a high-impact CFO without knowing what we are aspiring to achieve. We will then explore and build the detailed foundational attributes that you must have to succeed in such a career and develop along your journey. You must cultivate a character that cannot be shaken in times of either success or trial. You must dig deep and persevere to create a deep and abiding technical knowledge, establishing credibility as you grow in your profession. Finally, we will investigate a frequently forgotten but absolutely fundamental skill: to communicate passionately and effectively.

Welcome to part one of our journey. We dare not skip these critical building blocks in our ascent to becoming a high-impact CFO.



CHAPTER 1

Becoming a High-Impact CFO

Those who lead by example and demonstrate passion for what they do make it much easier for their followers to do the same.

MARSHALL GOLDSMITH

I went into accounting to learn business. In every job I had at Arthur Andersen and after, I grew in my technical ability but more so in my understanding of business. As in many jobs, the first four to six years in accounting and finance entail building base technical skills. Eventually, what separates us is our knowledge of business, people, technology, and leadership. Todays companies need not just technicians but leaders and innovators who truly understand the business. I frequently tell people that, even after forty years in the financial industry and CFO space, the primary tool in my toolbox is still accounting. But it is only one tool. As you grow and mature as a professional, your role and function in an organization should expand exponentially. I recently worked with a CEO who said, For a finance guy, you sure dont talk much about finance! And he was right. I talk about business and what we need to do to succeed. I speak about transformation and technology and how to build teams. Financial reporting and regulatory and other matters are given competencies for a CFO. It is these other skills and abilities that high-impact CFOs need to transform their companies.

I think one of the challenges for finance professionals and for CFOs is that there are so many who define their roles as purely technical positions. Indeed, many CEOs and others within organizations also perceive them that way. But a high-impact CFO should be a principal leader and innovator within the organization. To be such a CFO, they must cultivate and intentionally develop critical skills and abilities. I have categorized these around three major disciplines: stewardship, leadership, and transformation. In this chapter, I describe these attributes when they are fully mature and functioning in a high-impact CFO. In the remaining chapters, I will teach you how to become such a CFO, step-by-step. You dont begin a financial career as a CFO. The skills and abilities you need are developed over decades. Yet, for those who seek the privilege and joy of becoming a high-impact CFO, the journey is well worth the effort.

I encourage you, as you read this book, to assess what kind of impact you have on transforming your organization. What opportunities do you have to move beyond a technical role to become a business leader? How might you come alongside other business leaders and help them achieve greater results and more innovative solutions? How might you set a standard for excellence and innovation?

Stewardship

In every organization in which Ive worked as a CFO, my defining characteristic has been that of a steward. A steward is someone who doesnt own anything but is responsible for everything! In that inclusive capacity, I ensured that each company and its resources were run for the benefit of the owners or shareholders and not for the sole benefit of the employees. I ensured money was spent only to help the company grow and flourish, not spent foolishly or lavishly, and that investments were made with due care and careful risk management. As a steward, I partnered with businesses to understand their technological investments so that each company made rigorous decisions and did not chase faddish or unproven technology. As a steward, leading with my own finance divisions, we developed solid next-generation talent, effectively promoting outperforming individuals while taking the time and effort to care for each employee both personally and professionally.

The core responsibility of a CFO as a steward is to ensure the financial integrity of the organization and that financial, regulatory, and tax reporting meets all necessary requirements. The CFO and their team must build internal controls, technically proficient teams, and robust reporting and analysis. They must construct an analytical framework and reporting mechanism for the business in such a way that the entire company, and most importantly, the finance department, has a clear understanding of how the business is performing. This awareness of the business also serves a greater purpose: to drive insightful decision-making and effect the change required to generate long-term success for the company. The CFO must build and nurture a team that exhibits curiosity and an active pursuit of the underlying business reasons for the financial results and variances. Achieving such knowledge facilitates active and high-quality interactions between finance and the business, which ultimately builds whole-team trust in communication and decision-making.

However, the stewardship role runs deeper yet. For many organizations, the CFO and the finance team ensure the true financial integrity of the organization. They must ensure that the data used in decision-making is accurate and reflected appropriately. They must ensure that departments, divisions, and businesses monitor and achieve financial plans and budgets. And, frequently, they must ensure that expense reports, travel policies, and assorted compliance matters are upheld. In many organizations, the CFO and the finance team truly can be the working conscience of the entire company. This is a critical foundation, from the finance team to executive leadership, the board, and third parties.

But, for a high-impact CFO, stewardship has a far broader reach. Because of the CFOs deep knowledge of the business and detailed performance across the organization, they often identify organizational inconsistencies or inequities. I have frequently had to address the design of sales campaigns across products or regions to ensure fairness. Investments in businesses or in people must be monitored to ensure that decisions and allocations are fairly distributed and not politically motivated or otherwise decided unfairly. CFOs must also frequently arbitrate in how expense budgets are allocated across groups and ensure they are accurately defined in accordance with longer-range goals and objectives.

A new and expanding stewardship role for many high-impact CFOs is the development and maintenance of data governance across the organization, typically alongside or supported by the information technology group. For many, if not most, organizations, and certainly for small to medium-sized businesses, so much data is maintained and used as part of the financial reporting and analysis function that the finance group is the most likely to invest and oversee this process. The CFOs role is critical to ensuring that data used across the organization for decision-making is of the same quality and consistency as that used in financial reporting and analysis. The skills and abilities of the finance team to achieve this are ever-changing, and I will spend more time on this topic in chapter 10.

Finally, a CFOs stewardship must extend beyond the issues and events of today. They should reach far into the future by leading and developing a long-range perspective of the companys future performance. They must integrate closely with enterprise risk management and with the owners of the strategic planning process. At most of the companies I have worked for, my teams were responsible for strategic planning processes. In each company, I frequently communicated to my finance team that their responsibility was the next twelve months but that my role as CFO was to plan for the next three to five years to ensure the company was properly considering, assessing, and planning for future initiatives and any challenges it might face. Ideally, the company would develop a rolling financial plan spanning twelve to twenty-four months to effectively identify and communicate near-term stresses or changes to performance. This eliminates the false calendar-year narrative that so many companies have established. Business does not take place January 1 to December 31; most businesses are growing, changing, and evolving over the course of multiple years. To that end, some of the biggest challenges a CFO must address include building seasonal and driver-based models, plans, and strategies.

Leadership

Moving beyond stewardship, a high-impact CFO must be a leader. When leading an organization, a CFO understands that their every action should embody the mission, vision, and values of the organization. A CFO and their entire team should vibrate with a passion and dedication to succeed. The CFO should be an example not only to finance but to every individual in the organization of how to model and communicate leadership.

A CFO manifests a life and calling that are not about themselves but about a greater purpose and mission. They know how to lead and build other leaders, and they are willing to sacrifice their own financial or professional career for the benefit of others. When you lead through this lens, it is not about money or powerit is about influence; it is about character; it is about completing a task faithfully and successfully. Over my years as a CFO, and in fact, throughout my entire career, my greatest honor and privilege have been to lead. To take risks, to give all of myself, to speak hope and vision to individuals, and to express gratitude for the passionate efforts of the team.

Keep in mind that, because of the significant impact of the CFO and finance team and the matters that drive them, how the CFO accomplishes this level of leadership is crucial to the success of any organization. In every action, in every meeting, how the CFO leads and communicates determines the response of the organization and the individuals within it. Leadership manifests when employees are treated with respect and consistent with company values, and when conflicts are addressed patiently and wisely. The CFO frequently drives solutions to all kinds of organizational conflicts or issues, both internal and external. How they manage each interaction is highly critical to the success of the organization.

Perhaps most critical for a high-impact CFO is how they communicate faith and belief in the ability of the company to succeed. There are many trials and difficulties in all organizations, and a CFO not only should communicate financial results to the organization or board but must bring a business perspective, confidence in the companys plans, and, most importantly, confidence in the team to achieve the goals and aspirations of the company. Because the CFO most frequently communicates the intimate details of the performance of the company, it becomes imperative that they lead through that performance effectively and passionately.

To lead in such a manner, humility must be a defining attribute of a CFO. An arrogant, closed-minded CFO will not be embraced by their team or other members outside of the finance organization. A high-impact CFO must be able to balance clear confidence in their abilities and those of the company while, at the same time, making room to accept challenges graciously and confront difficulties as they arise with grace and wisdom. A humble CFO will hear issues that others will not, will build a team that can thrive through change and trials and a succession of leaders who know they can trust and learn from their CFO. Authenticity and consistency must be cornerstones of the skill set of a CFO who does not flounder in the rough seas of adversity.

The CFO must also support and advance other leaders in the organization. A CFO carries significant weight in a business and must show wisdom, especially when addressing problems. At every company I have been part of, there came times that were rife with performance issues, or financial reporting issues, or data errors that created potentially significant negative implications. It is critical that, when these issues arise, the CFO leads through a problem resolution process and not a finger-pointing exercise. This establishes credibility and perspective for the CFO to address and resolve matters quickly, correctly, and efficiently.

Finally, the greatest act of leadership is the development and faithful execution of a succession plan for themselves and their leadership team. My first step when taking on a turnaround is to communicate the need for a succession plan for the finance department and encourage a like process across the company. A significant challenge within most organizations is employees who establish silos of knowledge, hoping to somehow protect their own positions in the organization. A consistent means of remedying this issue is by building and continuously updating an organizational chart that reflects the current, one-year, and three-year scenarios. A high-impact CFO must be passionate about hiring, retaining, and mentoring the next generation of highly skilled, highly capable individuals. This type of leadership and willingness to openly and honestly speak about performance, career growth, and future-state organizations facilitates confidence and excitement in the team and focuses skill and personal development.

Transformation and Innovation

Perhaps the greatest differentiator in a high-impact CFO is their ability to innovate and transform an organization. In every senior officer role I have served in, from controller to CFO, I first studied the business so that I might know its challenges and opportunities, but I did so in order that I might be the informal chief innovation officer of those companies. To transform is to never be satisfied with the status quo. At Texaco, we were taught Total Quality Improvement (TQI) based on Peter Druckers teaching that what gets measured gets managed. Peter Drucker was a leader in the development of management education and invented the concept of management by objectives. His principles, as interpreted by Texaco, changed my life. From that point forward, I not only had the desire but now added key skills to support innovation and transformation within various teams. Lesson learned: A high-impact CFO supports transformation across the company and builds and nurtures business transformation organically.

Another powerful component of transformation is the CFOs privilege to partner with the business to drive investment and innovation. Business owners who seek to build and transform their operations need senior leadership and other champions who will support them in their efforts to obtain the funding and resources needed to succeed. The CFO can play a critical role in thisearly on and throughout the processby fully engaging with the business, understanding what it is trying to achieve, and working with other leaders to develop the business effectively. This is when the business knowledge of the CFO and their team becomes vitally important. By having a breadth of perspective, the CFO can often see potential operational conflicts, unique technology, or strategic issues that may slow or impact the business. They can then work from within the organization to successfully address those issues.

Frequently, a CFO might find themselves pigeonholed as the watchdog of the organization, with the primary purpose of enforcing cost savings and, like it or not, being the person who says no to spending money or to new ideas far more often than yes within the organization. I never pursued these types of opportunities but rather chose new business start-up scenarios or business transformations. When a company begins radical downsizing, either in people or expenses, there is rarely a successful ending. There is great value in appropriate stewardship of expenses and people, but a high-impact CFO will look for opportunities to build into a company rather than shrink it.

The ultimate measure of a truly successful CFO, however, is the ability to go beyond solely supporting the business units and be the initiator of transformation and innovation across the entire company. A proactive leader does not need to wait to solicit new ideas and business concepts; rather, they can champion those ideas and concepts. By listening to and understanding various areas of the business, the CFO can become uniquely positioned to identify and advocate for new business initiatives. The CFO and their team should regularly identify existing and new areas of opportunity that other departments may not see, as they consistently strategize and then analyze the performance of the whole organization.

This was a frequent role for me in many of the companies in which I worked. As I learned about issues and challenges across the organization, many times, themes and solutions would become very clear. I would often develop a white paper to capture the organizational challenges and pose new business innovations and then socialize the paper across the impacted leadership teams to gain further understanding and validate the solution. The power of this process was potent. Not only did we frequently move on innovation ideas, but I modeled my support and commitment to innovation.

One area in which the CFO can take a significant lead is technological innovation. I have always taken a keen interest in the technological landscape within companies, and I determined to closely align with technology leadership in their needs and ambitions. Because of the significant cost and complexities of technological investments, a high-impact CFO with deep knowledge of the total cost and effort required to implement and maintain technology helps enormously when attempting to sell these investments to the CEO or board.

When an organization begins to see the CFO as a strong business partner as well as an initiator of innovation and driver of change, the CFO truly becomes an invaluable and vital contributor to the companys future success and growth.

Build Your Understanding

1. If you perceive yourself as primarily a technical CFO, what steps can you take to become a high-impact CFO?

Most CFOs begin their journeys primarily as technical experts. It may take years to develop the broad business skills described above. You might consider taking extra time with the business leaders, spending informal sessions interacting with their innovation dreams. Take extra time to begin stewarding your team, actively coaching and encouraging them.

2. Which discipline do you feel is most developed in you professionally: stewardship, leadership, or transformation and innovation?

Every effective CFO should manifest some of each of the above attributes. Not all CFOs will excel in every discipline. Each company and its circumstances may require an emphasis on one of the disciplines. A slow-growing company may need more innovation. A company lacking effective leadership may need a CFO to rise in this area. A company that has had accounting issues or ethical failures may need extra focus on stewardship. Do not be afraid to let your career path and experience pace your growth in these areas.

3. What happens if you dont want to be a high-impact CFO, or even a CFO at all? Will these attributes and lessons still help you?

The key disciplines of stewardship, leadership, and transformation are critical to your success in any position and during any phase in your life. As you will hopefully see, the lessons learned that I share in the following chapters are designed intentionally for people from early to mid, or even late, in their careers. And the disciplines transcend every job, from accounting supervisor to controller to planning and analysis. The tactics and lessons learned to mature and grow in the disciplines take place over your entire career and cross over from finance to many professional roles.

4. What barriers exist within your company that might keep you from becoming a high-impact CFO?

No company is perfect. Most companies have many hurdles and roadblocks that you will need to overcome in your growth in these disciplines. Not all CEOs will support you. Not all business leaders want to engage. There may be profitability issues that derail real performance growth at a company. Whatever the challenges to your growth in the disciplines above, you must add courage and faith to be the best that you can be in any circumstances. Success is measured not only in the results but in the journey.
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CEO Corner

Frequently, because of the senior and mature level of CEOs and CFOs, they do not always take the time and effort to continue to grow in their abilities. Executive coaches can be a critical help to their growth, as can outside consultants. What is essential in a





OEBPS/html/docimages/imgtitle.jpg
CHRIS FESTOG

The

Advantage

ELEVATE YOUR ROLE FROM
FINANCIAL TECHNICIAN TO
Visionary Business Leader

Entrepreneur | sooks






OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
CHRIS FESTOG

The
CFO
Advantage
L

Visionary Business Leader

Entrepreneur | sooks






OEBPS/html/docimages/img21.jpg
JI\

STEWARD, LEAD, TRANSFORM (SLT) PILLARS

= Ensure the financial integrity of the business.

advmals

avai

INHO4SNVHL

= Build and nurture financial teams that exhibit curiosity.

Identify organizational inconsistencies or inequities.

- Develop along-range perspective of the company'’s future

performance.

As CFO, you (and your entire team) should vibrate with a
passion and dedication for success.

Manifest a life and calling that are not about yourself but
about a greater purpose and mission.

= Communicate faith and belief in the ability of the company

to succeed.

Make authenticity and consistency the cornerstones of
your leadership.

Execute a succession plan for yourself and your leader-
ship team.

Partner with a business to drive investment and
innovation.

Build the company, not shrink it.
Identify and advocate for new business initiatives.

= Go beyond supporting the business, and initiate business

transformation.

- Be a student and strong advocate of technological

innovation.
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