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INTRODUCTION
What is finance’s real role? While the question may seem facetious, in light of new technologies’ capability to 
manage much of the transactional elements, it’s perfectly valid. Do we still need a head accountant to cast a 
critical and suspicious eye over a long list of numbers? Perhaps not.

In the run up to the Future of Finance and CFO Summit 2020, SSON ran a survey to identify just how 
finance leaders are restructuring their role and their careers in the digitised environment. And the results 
are enlightening, not least of all because we see real evidence of a critical shift in focus from caretaker to 
business enabler. Yes, it’s still ultimately about cash flow, but it’s now about being able to generate it while 
still doing what you’ve always done – just differently. 

Two key trends emerge. First, the people factor has always, is still, and always will be your number one 
concern. However, while this may be the most important aspect to get right, rethinking and reinventing 
processes for a digitised environment is also critical. if the tracks are changing, you cannot keep running the 
same trains on it.

The big disruptor, of course, has been process automation. But that is only one part of it. Alongside 
automated activities we also see the emergence of more reliable data, greater transparency, and the ability 
to leverage both for course corrections and proactive decisions. All processes need to be re-examined 
through a digital lens, extending up and downstream to reflect automation’s reach. 

The potential is awe inspiring. Some organisations, for example, are already actively working towards 
cashless transactions. Businesses traditionally based on cash for delivery are now considering how to 
take cash out of the front-end process, through digitisation and automation, with massive implications for 
downstream processes like Accounts Payable, Treasury, banking interfaces, and Reconciliations. 

In future, we believe, critical thinking will be less about ‘what can we eliminate’ (as was the case in the Six 
Sigma and Lean days of yore) and more about ‘what if we simply just didn’t do it’? Finance will win big 
by taking a zero-based, white-board approach to keep up with the speed of acceleration – the biggest 
component of business change and transformation right now.
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The finance leader of the future will be more of a technologist 
than accountant. While that statement might be taking it a 
step too far, the truth is that finance leaders know they will be 
spending substantially more time managing technology in future. 
There is no doubt in that. so, the challenge will be to ensure 
they understand the technology, know what to look for, and 
understand how it supports enterprise objectives. That’s the 
harder part . 

This tech-forward role demands new partnerships. And while IT’s 
role is acknowledged – indeed, given the wave of automation 
sweeping finance services, how could it not be? – business 
leaders emerge as the critical counterparts to finance in 
driving more ‘value’ across the enterprise . Relationships take 
time, require mutual understanding, and must be fostered. This, 
therefore, will define finance leadership in 2020: the ability to 
reach out directly, preferably face-to-face, to business leaders 
and together construct the right path. It requires finance to 
come out from behind its partition and roll up its sleeves to solve 
problems.

WHO ARE YOUR 
MOST IMPORTANT 
COLLABORATORS/
COALITION 
PARTNERS TO 
DRIVE GREATER 
VALUE ACROSS THE 
ENTERPRISE?

Keep pushing 
costs down

Driving 
analytics 

insights up

Prioritizing 
Business 

partnering

Innovative 
problem 
solving

Other  
(please 
specify)

SO, WHAT WILL THE  
ROLE OF A FINANCE  
LEADER LOOK LIKE?

89%
OF FINANCE 
LEADERS, BELIEVE 
THEY WILL 
BE SPENDING 
SUBSTANTIALLY
MORE TIME 
MANAGING 
TECHNOLOGY IN 
FUTURE?

HOW ARE YOU REDEFINING FINANCE’S  
VALUE PROPOSITION IN FUTURE?

 IT 32%

 HR 4%

 Business Leaders 51%

 Sales/Marketing 7%

 Other (please specify) 6%

4% 21% 34% 34% 7%
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Problem solving, in fact, alongside business partnering, emerges as the 
key value proposition of the future, with a focus on innovation. Finance 
leaders have determined that they can do the most good in leveraging 
the new competencies at their disposal to step into the trenches and 
support the businesses in the frontlines. In doing so, finance plans to 
arm itself data, as its key value-driver . 

Data Analytics 

Data management / formatting (structured)

Automation/Digitization 

AI 

Talent
 

Shared Services operating model (eg, GBS) 

Other

WHAT WILL ENABLE FINANCE TO DRIVE THE  
GREATEST VALUE-ADD TO THE ENTERPRISE?

22%

 17%

28%

7%

18%

5%

2%

And yet, even while the digital enterprise looms large, emerging technologies 
cause as much concern as they do opportunity. Who really understands the 
value of artificial intelligence (AI) or blockchain? Futurists like Vivek Wadhwa 
dispel any notion that we have already made any progress with AI. The 
journey “has not even begun” he told delegates at Shared Services and 
Outsourcing Week 2019. But all these new technologies are coming at us 
fast and their promises writ large: finance expects AI to offer much improved 
analytics to support future decision-making. No one can afford to sit back 
and watch their competitors gain the advantage – nearly a quarter of 
respondents confirm the value of AI in offering a competitive edge against 
their competitors . 

WHERE DO YOU SEE ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE’S MAIN VALUE
In identifying additional revenue 
opportunities (upselling/cross-selling) 9%

In improving customer experience16%

In offering better analytics to 
support decision making50%

22%In offering a competitive edge 
against others in your industry

3%Other
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That is not to say organisations 
are rushing into this. Finance 
has learned the lesson of earlier 
explorations and is approaching 
new opportunities with a keen 
eye on results. Leveraging 
innovative technologies will 
be done methodically and 
thoughtfully through a results-
based approach to problem-
solving . In addition, 25% of 
survey respondents plan to 
leverage third parties to test the 
waters.

 21% By leveraging Centers of Expertise

 36% By taking a results-based approach to problem solving

 23% By looking to BPO/vendor partnerships for their expertise

 15% By encouraging decentralized Pilots to test these

 5% Other

HOW DO YOU PLAN TO 
OPTIMIZE BLOCKCHAIN, 
AI, AND OTHER 
TECHNOLOGICAL 
INNOVATIONS  
COMING YOUR WAY?

WHAT IS YOUR KEY ‘NUT’ 
TO CRACK FOR 2020?

WHAT ARE YOUR 
KEY TALENT 

CHALLENGES AND 
PRIORITIES?

‘HOW DO YOU GET THERE?’ 
THROUGH YOUR PEOPLE
Many companies taking a technology-centric approach 
are proactively embracing ‘new’ automation and 
cognitive capabilities to change how people work. 
Staying ahead of the game means redesigning 
processes, reskilling talent, and rethinking career paths. 
So, how do you succeed? By ensuring that first, it’s 
easy for associates to work with automation; second, 
by designing new career paths based on digital skills; 
and third, by rethinking your staffing and recruiting 
strategies, accordingly. 

Given the far-reaching impact of digitisation on human 
work, managing change for employees  must be a 
priority. This goes far beyond communication strategies 
and messaging, however. New career verticals are 
developing quickly, based on digital technologies, 
and the big opportunity lies in ‘democratising’ these 
technologies such that they are accessible to everyone. 
It’s a challenge, of course. Indeed, talent emerges as 
one of the top 3 challenges finance leaders are facing 
in 2020 . For now, however, they need to work with what 
they have. And their primary challenge, according to the 
survey, is to tap into creative and output-based thinking . 

Cultural change 20%

Data 16%

Talent 14%

Digitalization 12%

Supporting expansion
(contraction) 12%

Technology 7%

Cyber security 7%

Reporting 6%

Cost 1%

Other 5%

Design thinking/output-based  
thinking/problem solving 33%

Soft /interpersonal /relationship 
management skills 18%

Data analytics competencies 16%

Business acumen 12%

Process excellence 11%

Automation competencies 7%

Other 2%
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WHAT IS THE 
GAME-CHANGER  
IN 2020?
Apart from the already 
mentioned improvements in 
speed, reliability and support, 
performance reporting is an area 
that is undergoing reinvention, 
powered by innovative solutions. 
The ability to offer significant 
transparency over deeper 
analytics, including predictive 
and prescriptive actions, is a 
game-changer. Finance leaders 
believe the solution is to take 
a more visual approach that 
supports storytelling. In addition, 
new technologies offer the 
opportunity for business users to 
pull reporting on an as-needed 
basis through self-service 
type solutions, which provide 
immediate support . 

CHALLENGES AHEAD
While the vision of tomorrow may not be completely thought-
out it is based on a digitised enterprise with integrated systems, 
transparency and ready access to relevant data and automation. 
Getting from today to tomorrow’s vision, however, will mean 
overcoming some hurdles. Primary among these, the survey 
confirms, is neither technology nor data, but driving cultural change, 
as highlighted in the chart above. This long known and yet too 
rarely acknowledged truth will determine the success of finance 
transformation, not just in the year ahead but also in the years 
beyond. 

Other challenges include getting data in order. Data readiness, 
indeed, emerges as the most glaring gap in finance’s repertoire. 
Nearly 90% of respondents confess that they are not currently in a 
data-ready position, although more than half are already actively 
addressing requirements (certainly, there is no time to lose ). 

47%
BELIEVE A MORE 
VISUAL APPROACH 
TO PERFORMANCE 
REPORTING WILL 
IMPROVE VALUE

Through a more ‘narrative’ 
approach 15%

Through a more visual 
approach 47%

Through self-service / on-
demand capabilities (pull as 
needed) 37%

Other 1%

IF YOUR SELECTION ABOVE INCLUDED 
‘INTELLIGENT AUTOMATION’, WHICH 
TOOLS SPECIFICALLY?

HOW CAN 
‘REPORTING’ BE 
IMPROVED IN 2020?

Artificial Intelligence 15%

Blockchain 5%

Cognitive 7%

Intelligent 
chatbots 5%

Machine Learning 9%

Process excellence (e.g. Process 
orchestration or process mining) 11%

Robotic Process 
Automation (RPA) 14%

I did not select  
intelligent automation 33%
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Key reasons for this gap appear to be poor data reliability, for example, 
incomplete or error-prone data, and lack of standardisation; as well as lack of 
available talent with the necessary analytics skills. Other challenges include 
inadequate IT infrastructures limiting data accessibility or its conversion to a 
structured format, and a silo mentality preventing sharing . 

In addition, digitisation brings with it higher concerns regarding security. 
The greatest concern, unsurprisingly, is around cyber fraud, and emerging 
technologies will need to step up and offer reassurance. Blockchain-type 
solutions, for example, may assuage many of these concerns. Other worries 
relate to the vulnerability of new IA technologies, some of which are still 
relatively unproven, as well as the risk enterprises are exposing themselves to 
through lack of process discipline. This will drive much of the demand we are 
currently witnessing for process mining solutions, and also speaks in favour of 
the standardisation enforced by automation . 

IF YOU ARE NOT YET DATA-READY, WHY IS THAT?

Poor data reliability 
(Errors, incomplete 

data, lack of 
standardisation)

Lack of talent with 
data analytics skills

Silo mentality in the 
organization limiting 

access/sharing

Inadequate IT 
infrastructure

Customer information 
privacy rules (e.g. 

GDPR)

Other

34% 21% 15% 18% 2% 10%

WHAT IS YOUR BIGGEST SECURITY CONCERN?

Cyber fraud

New 
technologies 

proving 
vulnerable

Lack of 
governance

Lack of 
process 

discipline

Meeting 
country 

regulations Other
 

30% 23% 18% 20% 6% 2%
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CONCLUSION
Enterprises are undergoing enormous change, change that 
is reflected across every function and business unit. Finance 
leaders play a critical role in further leveraging the trends of 
centralisation and standardisation through new automated 
competencies. It goes further than that, though. While the 
transactional elements are more or less  solved, a new door 
has opened up that leads to hitherto impossible insights. It is 
this ability to pull together, view, analyse, and manipulate data 
that will drive finance leaders to take a more strategic role in 
leading their enterprises forward. 2020 may yet only mark the 
turning point.

BENEFITS OF DIGITISATION
 › VISIBILITY
 › EASY ACCESS TO 
DATA

 › UPSKILLING 
 › ACCURATE 
REPORTING

 › FASTER DECISION 
MAKING

 › RECOGNISING GAPS

 › UNDERSTANDING 
COMPLEXITY 

 › REAL TIME DATA 
CHANGES

 › JOB SATISFACTION 
 › CUSTOMER 
EXPERIENCE

 › SELF-SERVICE FOR 
BUSINESS

HOW CAN FINANCE 
CONTINUE TO 
ADD VALUE TO 
THE BUSINESS IN 
FUTURE?
 › IMPROVE CUSTOMER 
EXPERIENCE

 › ENSURE 
COMPLIANCE

 › LEAD OTHER 
FUNCTIONS IN 
LEVERAGING 
DIGITAL 
TECHNOLOGY 

 › NEW CHIEF VALUE 
OFFICER ROLES 
WORKING ACROSS 
DEPARTMENTS

 › INSIGHTS
 › DEVELOPING 
TALENT

 › USE DATA TO 
IDENTIFY PROFIT 
AND SAVING 
OPPORTUNITIES

 › DRIVING CULTURE 
CHANGE 

BOOK ONLINE NOWREGISTER FOR FUTURE OF  
FINANCE & CFO SUMMIT

* Suggestions offered by respondents to SSON survey
* Suggestions offered by respondents to 
SSON survey

WILL YOU BE ATTENDING #FOF20? 
Attending this event and networking with your 
finance peers from across Europe will give you the 
tool kit to transform and evolve your finance model.

Explore the agenda to see how you can embrace 
new opportunities for value-creation in an age of 
digital business.

DOWNLOAD AGENDA
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