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to deliver high value from finance
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The shortage of finance talent is a source of endless 
frustration for today’s CFOs. No matter how hard they 
look, they simply can’t seem to find and attract the 
people they need to drive the finance agenda forward. 
The challenge is especially acute when it comes 
to finding people who can lead and manage large, 
complex projects—such as transforming a traditional 
finance team into a group of forward-looking advisors 
providing vital analysis and insight to the rest of the 
business.

Some may feel schools are partly to blame for the 
talent shortage, by not producing enough qualified 
finance graduates. While this and other external 
factors certainly contribute to the talent challenge, 
companies themselves must also shoulder some of the 
responsibility. In their search for talent, they may be 
overlooking the skillsets they really require, focusing 
instead on traditional, technical skills. At the same 
time, they may not be seizing the opportunity to create 
the talent they need by developing their own people.

Why? It’s often because of the gap between the role 
finance has played—traditional, transactional and 
manual—and the strategic role it should be playing 
now and in the future. At times, this gap can seem 
more like a chasm, and it’s little wonder that some 
CFOs struggle to see a way to build a bridge from one 
to the other. 

The picture is often even less clear within the 
finance teams themselves. Finance staff, focused 
on traditional tasks and processes, don’t necessarily 
realize where they should be as a group. They believe 
they’re delivering what their internal customers want, 
not realizing that those customers want more insight 
and advice, not merely reporting.

Without a clear, shared picture of where the finance 
organization should be—and a plan for how to get 
there—finance organizations continue to bring people 
in with the right technical qualifications, but not the 
qualities that can help drive change. 

Closing the gap

To start, CFOs need to make sure that they articulate 
their vision for finance and then communicate that 
vision throughout their team and the business overall. 
High performing organizations create a shared 
understanding of what finance should be—a strategic 
business partner to the rest of the organization, 
offering insight, advice and recommendations to 
advance business growth. 

It’s equally important that this vision serves as the 
foundation for a new and different talent strategy. 
While technical qualifications will always be 
important to a finance department, new skills are 
needed in order to transform finance into a value-
added partner for the organization. 

The so-called “soft skills” are essential to a next-
generation finance team. CFOs should look beyond 
traditional candidates to find those who can manage 
projects, build relationships, collaborate and 
communicate. They should search out those who can 
lead, negotiate and create a shared sense of ownership 
for the financial results. At senior levels, CFOs should 
look for people who are agile and can help change the 
culture—those who understand the change agenda 
and want to make it a reality. Fresh thinking and fresh 
perspectives are essential. 

CFOs are faced with growing pressure to 
transform the traditional finance function into 
the role of strategic business advisor. They’re 
finding it incredibly challenging to recruit 
people with the skills and experience to drive 
this change—and then deliver what’s expected of 
tomorrow’s finance team. How can CFOs attract 
and keep the talent they need?
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Delivering truly strategic advice and insight to the rest 
of the organization also demands a more sophisticated 
understanding of the company and its business. The 
traditional finance lens—objective, impersonal and 
driven by “the numbers”—may not be the best lens 
through which to view investments in marketing, 
brand-building or other hard-to-measure business 
activities. Yet a finance team that understands the 
value of those activities to the company is in a better 
position to advise on those investments. 

It sounds like a tall order to fill—and may well be, if 
CFOs continue to focus their search for candidates 
on technical qualifications or traditional accounting 
backgrounds. But technical expertise isn’t what most 
finance departments lack. What tomorrow’s finance 
teams need are project managers, leaders, consensus 
makers and relationship builders, and CFOs will find 
them if they search more broadly and keep an open 
mind.

Develop the talent you have

Recruiting new talent is an important element 
in driving change through the finance team. Yet 
companies often overlook another, equally effective 
strategy: developing the talent they already have. 

CFOs should place a priority on identifying their 
team’s high performers and providing them with 
structured opportunities to learn about the business 
and become the advisors the company needs. 
These high performers should be rotated through 
the organization and exposed to all aspects of the 
business, from the plant floor to the international 
division to the C-suite, in order to develop the deep 
understanding of how the company really operates. 

It’s easier said than done, of course. It can be very 
hard to let go of your best people, who are so very 
good in their current roles. But a critical part of being 
a CFO is keeping the big picture in mind. While 
developing staff may cause short-term headaches, 
ultimately it’s in the best interest of the company—
and it can help keep staff engaged and excited about 
their work. 

It can also be very easy to lose sight of people 
development matters when simply managing the 
day-to-day work that can be all-consuming. But if the 
transformation effort is to be successful, CFOs must 
ensure that people development is a priority. Making 
it a standard agenda topic can ensure that staff 
development and succession planning are regularly 
reviewed and discussed. At times, CFOs will need 
to push people—including themselves—to make 
sure their team gets the development opportunities 
they need, even if it means edging people out of their 
comfort zones. 

Perseverance required

Finding and developing the people needed to 
transform a traditional finance team into a strategic 
business advisor doesn’t happen overnight. Patience 
and a long-term view are needed. The transformation 
effort can take years, as the pieces and people are 
put in place and small wins turn into big ones. The 
end result may in fact be a finance team that looks 
quite different from the one in place today. Yet the 
first steps remain the same: set down the vision for 
tomorrow’s finance function, make sure everyone in 
the organization understands it, and use that vision to 
guide the team in the months and years to come.



National Finance Effectiveness Leader
Samir Bishara
416 814 5730
samir.bishara@ca.pwc.com

Vancouver
Jeff Wong
604 806 7105
jeff.c.wong@ca.pwc.com

Scott Fitzsimmons
604 806 7112
scott.w.fitzsimmons@ca.pwc.com

Calgary
Todd Dixon
403 509 6388
todd.dixon@ca.pwc.com  

Ottawa
Lori Watson
613 755 4358
lori.c.watson@ca.pwc.com

Montreal
Sebastien Doyon
514 205 5382
sebastien.doyon@ca.pwc.com 

© 2015 PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP, an Ontario limited liability partnership. All rights reserved. 

PwC refers to the Canadian member firm, and may sometimes refer to the PwC network. Each member firm is a separate legal entity.  
Please see www.pwc.com/structure for further details. 2593-24 0615

Our CFO Agenda articles provide our 
perspectives on the issues that keep Canada’s 

 
as their roles within the enterprise continue  
to evolve with changing market dynamics.

Who to contact


