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Leading from the front: Redesigning 
the Finance function to support the 
digital telco of the future

As digital technologies become increasingly pervasive in telecoms operators’ offerings, 
operations and business models, their Chief Financial Officers (CFOs) are under growing 
pressure to ensure the Finance function keeps pace. In response, CFOs across the industry 
are taking steps to map out what a world-class telco Finance function will look like in five 
to ten year’s time. They know that the urgency of embarking on the journey to the digital 
Finance function of the future is increasing rapidly, as managers across the business 
demand more timely, accurate and forward-looking information and intelligence to 
support better and faster business decisions. To meet these demands, PwC believes the CFO 
must pilot the Finance function through a comprehensive transformation focused on eight 
key areas. And to ensure success in each area, a common factor will be the reliability and 
quality of Finance data to enable and support enhanced performance across the enterprise 
– an imperative that ultimately will see the CFO assume the role of the business’s Chief
Performance Officer, or CPO. 



Redesigning the Finance function Communications Review   1

Across all industries and in all markets, digital 
technologies are changing the game. Digital not only 
transforms the infrastructure and channels through 
which businesses operate, but also drives fundamental 
change at unprecedented speed in the surrounding 
economic and business environment. As a result, 
organisations are faced with continuous disruption 
on two fronts: externally, through changing business 
models and customer behaviours; and internally, through 
ever-shorter innovation and development cycles for the 
technology used to run the business.

All of this means that companies of all types now need a 
more agile, precise and future-orientated approach for 
taking decisions and steering the business forward. Telcos 
are in the front line of this change, operating at the nexus 

of their customers’ interactions with the world of digital 
products and services, while simultaneously seeking to 
digitise their own operations and deal with ever-rising 
customer demands and expectations. 

In combination, these forces mean the speed of change 
in telcos’ business models under the impact of digital 
transformation is arguably faster than in any other 
industry. And if telcos are in the front line of this change 
across all industries, then it’s the Finance function that is 
in the front line of coping with digital disruption within 
telcos themselves.
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Identifying the new model for Finance: an 
increasingly pressing challenge
Why? Put simply, an analogue Finance function is not fit 
to steer a digital telco. This means – as we’ll investigate 
in this article – that Finance must find new ways to meet 
its own organisation’s fast-changing needs. And as the 
search for a solution begins, the buck stops with the CFO. 
As a result, we’re seeing the CFOs of leading telcos across 
the world starting to investigate what a world-class telco 
Finance function will need to look like in five to ten years’ 
time. And as digital business models and the creation 
of digital value become increasingly pervasive across 
the industry, answering this question is escalating into 
arguably the single most important item on the CFO’s 
agenda in every communications operator.  

It’s a challenge that’s made all the more pressing by the 
urgent demand from the business for better, faster, more 
comprehensive and more forward-looking information 
to enable better business decisions. As the key support 
function within corporate steering and decision-making, 
it’s down to Finance to meet this demand by ensuring all 
the relevant information is available at the right time and 
place and in the right ways – which increasingly means 
digital formats. The CFO’s task is to identify how Finance 
should evolve to meet this need.

What’s more, while the goal is to develop the target 
operating model for being world-class in Finance in five 
to ten years’ time, it’s imperative to start developing 
today. Unless Finance starts the journey to full digital 
enablement now, it will find itself losing out internally 
to other potentially more digitally-savvy functions like 
Sales and Marketing in influencing business decisions, 
and externally to competitors based on far more efficient 
operating structures. So Finance must move fast to secure 
its future position as a true business enabler, equipped 
to drive the strategic and operational agenda in a way 
that is both sustainable and also maintains the business’s 
competitive advantages. To accelerate Finance’s progress 
along this journey, some telco CFOs are adopting 
hybrid transformation approach focused on many small 
iterations rather than one big effort. 

The journey they’re looking to undertake is not easy. In 
many telcos, the Finance function is already struggling 
to meet the needs of the business, with managers 
complaining of being provided with business information 
that is too slow to arrive and sometimes inaccurate. Some 
managers also say that if they ask Finance to produce the 
same report again, it finds it hard to do so. Challenges 
like these reflect issues such as limited data transparency, 
period-orientated reporting, and fragmented processes 
and systems with a high number of – often manual – 
interfaces and interventions.

The underlying problem is that many Finance functions 
are still living in a largely pre-digital ERP-based world 
that presents limited opportunities to source and 
manipulate data in new and more responsive ways. It’s 
also a world where many financial planning and analysis 
processes have been developing over time, focusing not 
on streamlined and efficient processing but on historical 
structures, or even being run as ad hoc activities on Excel 
spreadsheets. And where business users’ demand for 
predictive analytics and scenario modelling to provide 
greater forward visibility for decisions is going unmet. 

These issues in Finance have been presenting 
problems for some time. But when the business 
changes dramatically – as is happening now with the 
transformation to the digital telco – then the issues 
inevitably intensify. Also, achieving the radical degree 
of change required in Finance is made harder by the 
fact that embedded challenges are not just around 
effectiveness, but efficiency. With Finance currently 
having too many full time equivalents (FTEs) and 
excessive operating expenditure, there’s a clear need to 
invest in Finance automation and efficiency. But in today’s 
highly competitive environment for capital, telcos may 
feel more inclined to invest in front office-focused areas 
like innovation and R&D rather than a support function 
like Finance.

From a dark present…
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…to a brighter future
If the present is dark, what’s the bright future to which 
the CFO must navigate the Finance function? The goal 
should be to harness the full potential of new technologies 
to drive a historical change in how Finance operates, 
simultaneously meeting business needs more effectively 
and encouraging ever deeper embedding of digital across 
the organisation to increase the enterprise-wide benefits 
over time. And this transformation must be achieved 
while continuing to meet Finance’s current requirements 
towards the business on an ongoing basis – effectively 
changing the engines while in flight.

The new Finance model will need to provide business 
users with both prescriptive and predictive analytics 
services proactively and in real-time to support fact-based 
decisions. It will also require the development of an 
integrated, activity-driven organisational structure with 
a high degree of automation, to enable Finance services 
to be delivered efficiently and repeatably. And to ensure 
the model remains disruptive every day, the traditional 
approach of having a large, long-running change process 
will be replaced by constant change to respond to the 
rapidly-evolving demands from the business.

Eight key focus areas
Against the background we’ve described, telco CFOs are 
now starting to map out the target shape, structure and 
capabilities for their future world-class Finance function, 
while also drawing up their transformation roadmaps 
and working out how to continue to meet Finance’s 
ongoing responsibilities during the transition. As they 
tackle these tasks, our experience suggests that there are 
eight key areas that CFOs should focus on, as listed in the 
accompanying information panel. We’ll now take a look at 
each of these focus areas in turn.

1. Customer experience

2. Innovation capacity

3. Brand reputation and cyber security

4. Supply chain optimisation

5. Internal/external collaboration

6. Strategic decision-making

7. Operational efficiency

8. Talent management

Eight key focus areas when 
transforming to a digital 
Finance function



Redesigning the Finance function Communications Review   4

2. Innovation capacity
Digital provides all businesses – including telcos – with 
a stronger platform for innovation through advances 
like iterative product testing (cloud), cross-team 
collaboration (social), faster feedback from customers 
(mobile), and data mining across multiple disciplines 
(analytics). The result is sharper market insight and 
speedier development, launch and adaptation of products 
and services. In the future, Finance must harness these 
same technologies to drive constant innovation in how 
it supports the business, and to ensure that the business 
remains aligned with its overall purpose – including the 
ultimate creation of value.

To achieve all this, the CFO will need both to leverage 
innovation and simultaneously ‘fix the basics’. The key 
points of what this involves are shown in the information 
panel (see Figure 1). Most importantly, meeting both 
imperatives will require CFOs and Finance functions 
to create a consistent, standardised and reliable data 
model underpinned by standardised processes and 
data structures. This standard is not for use in business-
critical or differentiating processes, but instead should 
be applied to allow for efficiency, comparability and 
quality on a company-wide level. For critical processes 
that differentiate the Finance business model (e.g. a 
special payment process), there needs to be flexibility to 
serve the business right. This will mean implementing 
the latest technology for prescriptive decision support 

based on full automation of transactional processes, 
and building predictive analytics capabilities based on 
dynamic modelling of different scenarios and automated 
forecasting processes.

1. Customer experience
Digital is offering telcos an entirely new way to explore, 
understand and deliver a differentiated experience 
to their customers and employees. With digital, new 
channels can be used to reach customers and understand 
what they are thinking, more responsive products can 
be developed, and delivery and pricing models can be 
streamlined. Similarly, digital enables new types of 
information to be provided to a telco’s employees in new 
ways, to enable better, faster operational decisions and 
help transform the employee experience still further.

As these twin sets of capabilities – customer-facing and 
employee-facing – underline, customer experience for the 
digital Finance function of the future has both external 
and internal perspectives. Both the telco’s external 
customers and Finance’s internal customers are seeking a 
fundamentally different experience from before – and in 
each case, Finance has a key role to play in delivering it.

Turning first to external customers, they’re looking for 
the ability to change or expand their call plan – higher 
data limits, faster downloads, more bandwidth and so 
on – dynamically as needed, and to be able to pay for and 
make use of these newly-upgraded services immediately. 
While this flexibility needs to appear simple and seamless 
to customers, it involves massive change and disruption 
for the Finance function, which must be able to price 
services immediately, bill for them, and ensure the money

is collected and the revenue recognised in near real-time. 
Only highly automated and digitised processes will be 
capable of meeting these requirements – so that’s what 
the future Finance function must have.

At the same time, internal customers across a telco’s 
business are relying on Finance to provide the 
information they need to make smart decisions at pace 
on key issues like investments, headcount and resourcing. 
As we highlighted earlier, many managers in telcos 
are currently dissatisfied with the speed and quality of 
information they receive from the Finance function. What 
they’re especially keen to get is planning data that is not 
just based on as-is information plus a percentage, but 
gives them insights into factors such as how the market 
is changing, what the new entrants into the telco space 
are doing, and how they should respond to the emerging 
competitive threats. Similarly, they would like insights 
into issues such as what effect a large shift in US dollar 
exchange rates would have on their business.

To meet these needs, Finance needs the ability to run 
scenarios and apply predictive analytics to assess how 
future events will play out, enabling managers to make 
better forward-looking decisions. This predictive role 
is new for Finance. It has traditionally focused on 
providing detailed as-is and historical numbers – but as 
the rapid change in telcos’ business models continues, 
it’s increasingly vital that Finance can provide its internal 
customers with information that looks forwards, 
not backwards.

• Creating trust through consistent, 
standardised and reliable data

• Fostering flexible services through 
standardised processes and data structures

• Taking required decisions on standards to 
enable the single source of the truth

• Using the latest technology for flexible and 
predictive analytics and decision support

• Enhancing information by gathering new data 
from internal and external sources

• Increasing efficiency through full automation 
of transactional processes

• Developing a continuous transformation 
competence.

Telco Finance functions must fix the basics by…

…and leverage innovation by...

Figure 1: Two parallel priorities: fixing the basics 

and leveraging innovation 
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This brings huge implications for activities such as 
planning. In most telcos, planning has traditionally been 
a highly resource-intensive annual process involving 
managers discussing how the business will develop 
during the year, looking in great detail at factors such as 
cost centres and revenue flows. In the past, the annual 
planning process could tie up the Operations people for 
months – and even when managers realised early in the 
planning cycle that the targets being set wouldn’t be met, 
it was impossible to stop and restart the process, which 
would simply rumble on regardless. 

With the move to the digital telco, such cumbersome 
planning processes become not just outdated but 
effectively pointless. Instead, telcos need true business 
planning that is based on genuine drivers of business 
value, and that can forecast the development of those 
drivers dynamically and iteratively to keep pace with 
constant change in the marketplace. This demands new 
predictive analytic techniques and technologies such as 
multi-regression analysis. Crucially, the quality of the 
output depends on the quality of the underlying data, 
meaning the data quality aspect of ‘fixing the basics’ 
is key.

3. Brand reputation and cyber securitytyy
Digital is creating new forms of customer engagement 
and becoming the most important arena for shaping 
brand awareness. But these new forms of interaction are 
also heightening the risks of cyber breaches, which can 
lead to a damaging loss of trust and brand reputation. 
These challenges are heightened by new risks to data 
security and confidentiality created by growing use of 
connected devices and mobile and social technologies, as 
traditional corporate technology boundaries are opened 
up to support federated models. 

Clearly, the IT security function has a role to play in 
protecting the business against these threats. But as one 

of the main custodians and users of sensitive information 
within the business, the Finance function is also integrally 
involved in cyber defence. It is Finance’s job to know 
where information is at all times, how it’s secured, who 
might want to steal it, and how unauthorised access to 
it might occur. Perhaps most important, the CFO should 
take the lead in assessing and advising the board on the 
full financial impact of a cyber-attack on the organisation. 
It’s impossible to protect everything, so Finance should 
identify the ‘crown jewels’ most in need of protection and 
advise the Board on how resources can be targeted most 
effectively to mitigate the risks.

4. Supply chain optimisation
To realise the full potential of digital in Finance, it’s 
vital to understand the impact of digital technology 
on the sourcing and supply chain functions. A host of 
technology breakthroughs – the Internet of Things (IoT), 
supply chain control towers, integrated omni-channels, 
remote sensors, inventory controls, and more – are 
transforming many industries, not least telecoms. But the 
real challenge is integrating the right combinations of 
technologies to enable new supply chain models that are 
faster and more tailored to the customer. 

There are many opportunities for Finance to do this. 
For example, social provides the ability to monitor the 
customer experience from the processing of an order 
through to fulfilment. Mobile and cloud technologies 
are improving sourcing and streamlining supply chain 
operations. Analytics provide performance metrics on 
vendor performance. And cloud technologies are making 
it easier for businesses to share information, enabling 

– for example – vendors and suppliers of services to 
monitor the metrics on their own performance as 
a supplier.

At the same time, the need to ensure that the supply 
chain strategy is aligned with the enterprise’s financial 
targets means the role of the CFO in the telecoms 
supply chain process will continue to broaden from just 
overseeing invoice payment. Instead, the telco CFO 
will increasingly work with other functions to provide 
the systems and data needed to monitor performance, 
analyse and address supply chain issues, and align supply 
chain management with other financial indicators. 
This cross-function collaboration – together with the 
availability of the necessary technology and processes 
– means it suddenly becomes feasible to implement 
advanced concepts such as customer lifetime value, 
turning these from theory into reality. The CFO can also 
provide oversight to ensure that investments in systems 
integration support the strategy while also striking the 
optimal balance between cost and value.
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5. Internal/external collaboration
Digital technology helps organisations to forge 
connections, share ideas and collaborate as part of virtual 
teams, while also reaching out to new partners and 
tapping into new crowdsourcing models. The success of 
these collaborative networks depends on the effective 
sourcing, analysis and dissemination of information – 
which today consists of an enormous amount of internal 
data, market research, customer data and social media 
insight. However, many companies are finding it difficult 
to pull this information together to produce meaningful 
insights and share them with the right parties. Finance 
can help, by sourcing data scientist skills – either 
internally or from third-parties – and helping the business 
decide on the right balance of proprietary and public 
information needed to support collaboration. 

Armed with these skills and data sources, the Finance 
function of the future will be equipped to take the lead in 
fostering a collaborative environment in which actionable 
information is readily available. This role will include 
clearing away obstacles to information sharing while 
ensuring data security, and putting in place relevant 
performance measures and incentives to foster a culture 
of collaboration. CFOs can also act as a role model for 
this collaborative way of working by teaming with other 
members of the leadership team, especially the CIO. A 
recent PwC Digital IQ study1 found that CIOs and CFOs 
have strong working relationships, more robust than 
those between the CIO and any other direct reports to 
the CEO.

6. Strategic decision-making
Digital technologies and big data analytics have changed 
forever the way CFOs participate in strategic decision-
making. Yet effective decision-making is actually 
becoming harder because of the rising complexity and 
expanding range of variables involved in determining the 
right course of action. Although there is more information 
than ever before to draw on, it’s difficult to know how 
to make sense of it all – and the more data that Finance 
is presented with, the greater the risk of information 
overload. Given the deluge of data within telecoms 
operators, nowhere is this challenge greater than in a 
Finance function in a telco. Like the previous focus area 
(number 5), making internal/external collaboration 

work, demands data scientist skills that have not 
traditionally been part of the Finance function’s skillset.

The size of the challenge is underlined by the findings 
from our latest Finance benchmark study2, which shows 
that many Finance teams are still disappointed by the 
ability of technology to make business insight efficient 
and effective (see Figure 2). This reflects the fact that 
most Finance teams still struggle to cleanse and aggregate 
the data they need to provide meaningful analysis for the 
business. To tackle these issues, it’s vital for the telecoms 
Finance function of the future to work closely with the 
business to improve the quality and consistency of source 
data, and to rethink its approach to analysis and advice. 

Figure 2: Technology’s ability to support finance’s business insight needs

Automated workflow

Integrated systems

Simple to use technology tools

User self-service

Overall, aids in making business 
insight efficient and effective

Easily accesible data

Secure and stable enviroment

Accurate data

Median agreement on a 1–10 scale

Source: PwC Finance benchmark data, Performance surveys—finance feedback
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What should this rethink involve? While most Finance 
organisations are still looking at how to increase their 
capacity to mine and analyse data, a more effective 
approach would be to start with the key drivers of 
business success, such as customer loyalty, and then 
focus the analysis on how to provide fresh insights in 
these areas. This change calls for the Finance function to 

develop greater business acumen and knowledge. The 
keys to success aren’t just the availability of data and the 
technology to analyse it, but the ability within the team 
to ask the right questions and identify market openings, 
which in turn requires deep commercial understanding 
and an eye for innovation.
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7. Operational efficiency
Digital provides an immediate opportunity to improve 
operational efficiency – a goal that is especially vital 
for telcos, given their high investment costs and tight 
margins. For Finance to realise this opportunity, it must 
rethink traditional approaches to areas like automation, 
sourcing and shared services. For example, cloud and 
application providers have developed digital toolsets for 
Finance professionals that effectively provide ‘out-of-the-
box’ business capabilities. Similarly, Finance functions can 
improve the correlation of variables in their forecasting 
by purchasing a subscription for data visualisation and 
intelligence tools. To remove manual steps from a process, 
they can deploy collaboration and workflow software. 

And to support the set-up of operations in a new country, 
Finance can buy a Cloud ERP licence and use pre-built 
connectors to connect it to the consolidation engine.

At the same time, using digital developments to sharpen 
efficiency frees up Finance to provide more decision-
support and value for the enterprise, especially when 
deployed alongside new analytical capabilities. Figure 3, 
drawn from our recent Finance benchmark study3, shows 
how improvements in operational efficiency enhance 
Finance’s delivery of value as it matures towards a more 
digitally-enabled function. As a growth enabler, the CFO 
must understand these levers in order to actively measure 
and acquire insight into changes and trends.

8. Talent management
Given the radical transformation we’ve described in telco 
Finance functions’ role and capabilities over the next 
few years, it’s inevitable that having the right talent will 
be a big challenge. CFOs need to look at their current 
skills base and work out what new and additional skills 
they’ll need in order to sustain and support a world-class 
Finance function in the future. They’ll also have to strike 
the right balance between developing their existing 
workforce and bringing in new skills in areas like data 
science, while shifting the Finance talent base towards 
people accustomed to operating in a world of constant 
change and disruption.

To pinpoint what skillsets will be required and how they 
can attract the relevant talent, telecoms CFOs will need 
to understand how global megatrends – technological 
breakthroughs, demographic and social change, shifts in 

global economic power, rapid urbanisation, and climate 
change and resource scarcity – are changing the sources 
of talent and how they are managed. Also, as more and 
more of Finance’s routine functions become automated 
and artificial intelligence play an increasing role in 
business analysis and service delivery, CFOs must look 
at how people and machines work together within this 
hybrid workforce. 

The overall priority is to promote greater diversity of 
people and skills within Finance, since marketplaces 
in transformation and a more business-facing Finance 
function demand the fresh perspectives and new 
capabilities that come from a diverse workforce. In 
seeking to achieve this, one of the greatest challenge is to 
transform the existing workforce that might not currently 
possess the relevant skills and capabilities needed in the 
future. This culture and capability change is a longer-term 
process that cannot be realised overnight.

... Results in increased value Increased focus on strategic business partnering...    
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Figure 3: Operational efficiency enhancements in Finance driving value for the business 

Source: PwC Finance benchmark data, Performance surveys—finance feedback
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Looking across all eight of the focus areas we’ve 
highlighted, it’s clear that a prerequisite for creating the 
world-class Finance function of the future is reliable, 
timely and high-quality data. In fact, a Finance function 
seeking to make itself fit to steer a digital telco will stand 
or fall by the data that flows into and out of its systems. 
For this reason, we believe the telecoms CFO effectively 
needs to morph into a new role: the Chief Performance 
Officer, or CPO.

To set up a world-class Finance function and fulfil the 
role of CPO, the CFO needs a clear vision on all three 
of these elements, together with a clear roadmap for 
the transformation. In navigating along this path, it’s 
important to understand that the importance of data 
will continue to escalate rapidly in the coming years. For 
example, as advances like predictive analytics and real-
time reporting gain momentum, Finance will ultimately 
move to adopt tools such as fully automated accounting 
and growing usage of process robotics, supported by 
technology skillsets that most Finance functions don’t 
yet possess. 

Undertaking the journey
To undertake this journey successfully, CFOs first need 
to reach a clear assessment of their current position 
on the continuum from analogue to digital Finance 
function. The likelihood is that the assessment will show 
that they currently have limited transparency around 
the true drivers of value in the business, and are mainly 
undertaking period-orientated reporting with little data 
analysis. It’s also likely to reveal a relative lack of business 
acumen in Finance teams.

This assessment provides the basis and starting-point for 
planning out the route to the Finance function’s world-
class future. While there are many challenges along the 
way, our experience show clearly that the biggest single 
challenge is managing and navigating the transformation 
process itself – involving bringing together the optimal 
blend of people, process and technology to support 
Finance’s new and more pivotal role in the business, 
while convincing the Board to allocate the necessary 
investment ahead of other priorities.

Throughout all these activities, it’s vitally importantly 
that the CFO – in the evolving role of CPO – remains laser-
focused on getting the data aspects of the transformation 
right. Without the right data to underpin it, no Finance 
function can be fit to steer a digital telco or aspire to a 
world-class future. 

In a digital world, data is the new currency of the Finance 
function. It’s time for telcos’ CFOs to reshape their 
Finance operations for this reality.

Conclusion: evolving 
from the CFO to the 
‘Chief Performance 
Officer’ – or CPO

Three key focus areas
To play this role, the CFO needs to focus on three key areas of activity, by ensuring that he or she has:

Set up the Finance function in the most efficient way, adopting an 
adaptive, task-oriented and organisationally integrated operating model 
based on a clear split between governance (framework), operations (the 
engine) and business partnering (the insight). 

A clear vision on value creation and performance management, 
embedded in a business enabling and modular steering model that is 
agile, data-supported and anticipates future impacts. 

The right mix of flexible enablers in place to run the finance function and 
support the business – including the right people with the right culture 
and mindset, and the most appropriate technological solution. 
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