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The Modern Office of the CFO is emerging as an organizationʼs key strategist, 
steward, and business partner for guiding the CEO and executive teams 
through performance management, scenario planning, impact analysis, 
organizational optimization and many other mission critical decision-making 
processes that guide an organization to optimize outcomes in the future.    
 
The CEO, leadership teams, and board of directors will seek answers to tough 
questions. They want to understand potential risks and the options to respond 
to those risks analyzed and tested. Quick response, accurate analytics, and 
adjustable what-if scenarios are important. These are high expectations placed 
on CFOs. As one of our CFO interviewees put it, “we need to be part accountant, 
part strategist and part clairvoyant.”  
 
This playbook examines the current challenges placed on a Modern Office of 
Finance, in context of rising expectations for the strategic roles they now play 
within an organization and presents five proven plays for success. 
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Digital transformation – defined 
as a foundational change in the 
way an organization delivers 
value to its customers – is now 
table stakes to compete in 
todayʼs market. 

Front Office Finance

2022 will be another transformative year for CFOs and their teams. On top of 
being experts on their companyʼs financial plan, CFOs and finance teams are 
shifting to be front office partners, advising every department on how to 
increase efficiency, tap into new opportunities, provide advice on investments 
to make in the business, and proactively respond to trends beginning to 
emerge.  
 

To meet the expectations of their organizations, CFOs need to focus on utilizing 
financial analytics that will allow them to step into their role as trusted advisors 
to the business, hone their finance organization strategies and optimize finance 
technology in earnest.   
 

As Jason Lin, CFO of Centage explained in CFO Dive, “The American business 
community is in the midst of making profound changes to their organizations. 
Digital transformation – defined as a foundational change in the way an 
organization delivers value to its customers – is now table stakes to compete in 
todayʼs market.” Itʼs no surprise that, per a recent Gartner survey, 62% of CEOs 
have a formal management initiative to make their businesses more digital, and 
47% are challenged by their Board of Directors to do so.” CFOs play a critical 
role in the process, tasked with understanding the big picture of operations and 
touch points to    identify synergies and drive value to their customers.   
 
According to a Gartner Agenda Poll, growing the business is the top priority for 
finance leaders, along with improving operational excellence, and executing 
business transformation. These priorities illustrate just how much the role of the 
CFO has changed over the past decade. 

The Playbook for Modern CFOs



Challenges Facing CFOs and Their Teams

Over the past decade, the role of the CFO has undergone profound changes. Where once they played primarily a reactive role – taking strategic direction from 
the CEO and board of directors – CFOs are now active members of the goal-setting team. This transformation presents the CFO with a new crop of challenges 
to overcome. 

Time
CFOs and their finance team members are busy people, tasked with analyzing, interpreting, and reporting on critical 
financial data – which can change daily.   
 
If you are using spreadsheets, this means consolidating data from multiple sources, cutting, and pasting between 
spreadsheets, creating formulas, and checking for errors. All of this leaves little or no time to do the meaningful and value-
added work thatʼs expected of them. 

Data
Financial plans and strategic analysis demand data, and lots of it. That data exists within every organization, but itʼs siloed 
in business systems throughout the company, including the GL, ERP, non-financial systems, among others.   
 
Overlapping these datasets in multiple ways would offer a wealth of insights but doing so isnʼt always possible. Pulling 
data from each system and entering it into a spreadsheet is both time consuming and error prone, and the result is just a 
snapshot in time. It canʼt offer financial teams an accurate view of whatʼs happening in the business now, or what may 
occur in the months and quarters ahead.  Security is another concern. Financial plans include salary, benefits, and a host 
of other sensitive data, which must be secured. Spreadsheets lack role-based permissions, which means the CFO must 
find ways to circulate the plan on a need-to-know basis. 
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Confidence
Due to the limits of spreadsheets and challenges of getting needed data out of silos, it is understandable why finance 
teams lack confidence in the accuracy of their data.   
 
Spreadsheet programming does not enforce the accurate flow of transactions throughout a budget. Users can define the 
formulas and flow as they please, which means they can inadvertently violate an organizationʼs business logic or 
established accounting standards.  
 
Worse, spreadsheets are too cumbersome to do any kind of meaningful what-if planning or budget stress testing, which 
hinders the CFOʼs ability to answer tough questions about current and future numbers. 

Team & Technology 
Unlike other departments, like sales, marketing and IT that for the past 20 years have benefitted from automated SaaS 
analytics and business intelligence (BI) tools, the SMB finance team is largely dependent on manual tools, such as Excel 
spreadsheets and PowerPoint decks. This lack of automated FP&A tools limits their ability to keep up with the pace of 
business.  
 
The more the finance office moves to the front-office, the more executives will value CFOs who have a solid 
understanding of business strategy, market differentiation, and competitive positioning. These are the skills that inform 
strategic decision-making and can help the business chart long-term strategies.  
 
Back-office automation allows finance team members to move in a more strategic, front-office role by offering their 
talents to the managers and department heads who run the day-to-day business. For instance, the finance team of a 
retailer can help the company optimize revenue per square foot or understand the profitability of each product in order 
to tweak the brandʼs merchandising strategy.  
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Get Out of Excel and Into an Intelligent 
Planning & Analytics System1

Connect Your Data 2

Automate Your Balance Sheet, Cash 
Flow, and P&L Statements3

Translate Your Company's Financial 
Health into Actionable Items4

5 Challenges You Can't 
Ignore with the Rise of 
Intelligent Planning 
Platforms

The CFOʼs difficult challenges and the rising expectations placed on 
them can now be met with the aid of Intelligent Planning platforms, a 
new breed of financial planning and analytics (FP&A) solutions that 
enable finance teams to build robust business plans that fuel strategic 
decision-making across their organizations. Built using modern (and 
market-tested) cloud-based technologies, this new generation of 
Intelligent Planning & Analytics platforms make Intelligent Planning a 
reality for businesses of all sizes, and not just for enterprises. Letʼs see 
how they can address the challenges one by one.  

Map Technology and People Needs to 
Your Strategic Goals5
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Did you know that 59% of organizations 
still use spreadsheets for their budgeting 
and planning processes? 2

Get Out of Excel and Into an Intelligent 
Planning & Analytics System
Intelligent Planning & Analytics platforms are designed with busy finance teams in mind. To give 
CFOs more time to focus on business strategy, these platforms are built on a foundation of 
automation and built-in financial intelligence. Because theyʼre cloud-based, authorized users can 
access plans, budgets and reports via any device, any browser, anytime, anywhere.  
 
Intelligent Planning does more than replace spreadsheets. It automates and streamlines routine 
tasks, significantly reducing the time needed for ʻbusy work.ʼ This, in turn, frees the finance team to 
focus on providing timely insights and analysis for strategic decision support.   
 
For instance, pre-programmed business rules and financial logic enable rapid creation and iteration 
of plans and budgets, automated forecasts, and reports. These features ensure that all information 
and transactional data entered into the budget, flow through the financial statements according to 
the way the business works and follow all US GAAP accounting rules. Pre-programming also allows 
CFOs to almost instantly generate accurate future-looking financial statements quickly and easily.  
 
Intelligent Planning also streamlines the multistep process of aggregating multiple business entities 
within an organization and prevents duplicating or overstating financial data. Intelligent Planningʼs 
built-in financial consolidation process keeps you focused on results, no matter how many entities, 
locations, or products you may have  
 
Finally, because Intelligent Planning normalizes data from multiple sources, accuracy is ensured. A 
single source of truth makes it easier to know- with confidence - what to do first and why. 

1 2 3 4 5
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Did you know that 59% of organizations 
still use spreadsheets for their budgeting 
and planning processes? 2

Connect to the Data in Your GL/ERP
Business moves at a fast clip, especially in times of economic change. During budgeting season, 
CFOs and executive teams put together a plan that represents a snapshot of what they believe will 
happen, based on the best data they have available at the time. 
 
But what happens when actuals differ from plan, either positively or negatively, as they most 
certainly will? Every company wants to know about variances as soon as they occur so they can 
either exploit unexpected opportunities or take steps to mitigate losses. 
 
Course correction requires more than spotting monthly variances, of course. Managers need the 
ability to drill down to the sources to understand why such variances occur. Intelligent Planning 
allows CFOs to use their 8 data strategically. Such tools act as a kind of consolidated financial 
system, pulling in data from various financial systems. All data is normalized so that it can be 
layered, offering nuanced views of the business and all moving parts. These tools are also fully 
automated, eliminating the time and error-prone process of entering data. 
 
Data integrators automate the secure exchange of financial information between a General Ledger 
and an Intelligent Planning & Analytics platform to enable ongoing actuals vs. budget comparisons 
and accurate forecasts, while eliminating the potential for data entry errors and duplicated 
information. These integrators eliminate inefficiencies, synchronization inaccuracies, version control 
issues, and security risks that are part and parcel of manually referenced actuals data. 

1 2 3 4 5
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Did you know that 59% of organizations 
still use spreadsheets for their budgeting 
and planning processes? 2

Automate Your Balance Sheet, Cash Flow, and P&L Statements
CEOs and Boards ask tough questions daily for a reason: they want to 
know how the company is performing against plan and any risks or 
opportunities that lie ahead. Answering these questions accurately 
requires up-to-the-minute insight into the business, and the ability to test 
what-if scenarios and stress tests quickly and accurately.  
 
No one can predict what the market will do, but CFOs can confidently 
forecast what impacts if, say, sales increase or decrease by 20%, the cost 
of raw materials increase, hiring targets for sales personnel arenʼt met, 
and so on.    
 
Accurate Insight Into the Business for Smarter Decision Making
 
Budgets created in an Intelligent Planning & Analytics platform pull data 
directly from a variety of data sources (e.g., GL, ERP) and process all 
transactions in accordance to the companyʼs business logic and 
accounting rules. This is an important distinction because it means that 
at any time, the CFO can get accurate balance sheet, cash flow and P&L 
statements. This eliminates any guesswork as to the financial health of 
the company at any   moment in time. In fact, companies that use an 
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Intelligent Planning & Analytics platform may opt to forgo the annual 
budget exercise and deploy rolling forecasts updated monthly in its 
place. Steve Player, founder of the Player Group, believes that companies 
should set goals for the next three to five years, and leverage rolling 
forecasts to track progress made to those goals.
 

Budget models created with an Intelligent Planning & Analytics platform 
are highly flexible, meaning users can test multiple scenarios – a 
slowdown in sales or increasing headcount – and see the impact of these 
business decisions on the financial statements. Intelligent models, after 
all, are forward-looking views of your GL.  
 
Intelligent Planning & Analytics platforms are capable of testing very 
complex scenarios, such as opening a new sales office or acquiring a 
company. For example, a CEO believes that, by closing the New England 
division, the company will have the cash to expand the West Coast 
division, and ultimately generate more revenue. The platform can test 
that assumption at a level of granularity that is impossible with 
spreadsheets.   
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Did you know that 59% of organizations 
still use spreadsheets for their budgeting 
and planning processes? 2

Translate Your Company's Financial Health into Action Items
Traditional reporting primarily looks at information that has happened in 
the past, say last month, last quarter or the previous year. Itʼs often used 
to compare actuals to plan in order to inform forecasts. At their heart, 
reports answer the question: what happened? While important (and 
required by the Executive Team, the Board, investors, and lenders) they 
donʼt explain why events occurred as they did. Hereʼs where an 
Intelligent Planning platform can help.
 
An Intelligent Planning & Analytics platform automatically processes all 
inputs according to a companyʼs unique business structure, and 
automatically updates all outputs, such as the P&L, balance sheet or cash 
flow statement. All inputs flow through the financials based on the built 
in logic and rules of the system. In other words, at any time the finance 
team can get an up date line of sight into the business. 
 
Users can organize and display the data within the model multiple ways 
so that issues are immediately apparent. Visual dashboards are 
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fueled by an analytics engine that allows users to drilldown to the data 
set to understand why things happen as they do. For example, a 
dashboard might clearly show at-a-glance that the Chicago sales office is 
20% behind plan. By drilling down a manager may discover the drivers 
behind the variances whether thatʼs the result of a specific promo, or loss 
of a client, or a region or product line isnʼt meeting expectations. 
 
Because dashboards incorporate more than just financial data, they are 
very useful for operational reporting. For instance, by importing CRM 
data, CFOs can easily display revenue by product, sales reports by 
product, by region, salesperson, customer type or other metrics 
important to the organization. In other words, they allow financial teams 
to identify which customers are buying specific products, enabling the 
marketing team to target and interact with those customers better. 
These are the kind of strategic insights the business wants from its 
finance team. 
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Did you know that 59% of organizations 
still use spreadsheets for their budgeting 
and planning processes? 2

Map Technology and People Needs to Strategic Goals
In our discussions with CFOs, weʼve heard repeatedly that knowing how 
to build the right team and technology are key concerns. 
 
Invest in the Right People & Skills
 
Since the beginning of double entry bookkeeping in the 1400s, finance 
teams have relied on educated and skilled team members to perform a 
lot of data entry, but thatʼs changing. Until ten years ago, CFOs could hire 
graduates of the best finance schools and be assured they had a solid 
team in place, but technology has upended that security. Technology 
fully automates tasks such as entry and validation of transactions, line 
items, compliance and auditing corporate books. Intelligent Planning & 
Analytics platforms streamline budgeting, surface trends hidden in data, 
in addition to a wide variety of classic finance team functions.  
 
As mentioned earlier in this playbook, finance teams are becoming 
partners to the company, offering their talents to the managers and 
department heads who run the day-to-day business. For instance, they 
can help the merchandising team understand the profitability of each 
product in order to tweak the brandʼs strategy
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As the finance team moves from the back office to the front, executives 
will value CFOs who have degrees and backgrounds in business strategy, 
market differentiation, and competitive positioning. These are the skills 
that inform strategic decision-making and can help the business chart 
long-term strategies.   
 
According to executive search firm Spencer Stuart, the percentage of 
CFOs holding a CPA certification rose from 29% to 45% when Sarbanes-
Oxley took effect about a decade ago.  But now that compliance and 
auditing are increasingly automated, CPA certification will be less of a 
priority for management teams. In its place, companies are looking for 
candidates who have sophisticated technology skills, According to The 
Journal of Accountancy, “Increased demand for technology skills is 
shifting the accounting firm hiring model,” explained Barry Melancon, 
CPA, CGMA, AICPA president and CEO and the CEO of the Association of 
International Certified Professional Accountants. 
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Advanced Reporting & Analytics
 

Itʼs imperative that your solution delivers flexible reporting 
and self-serve analytics that allow the team to answer 
important questions quickly. Look for solutions that offer: 

Accurate forecasts 
Analysis and visualization of large datasets 
MS Office connectivity

How to Pick the Right Technology

Finance leaders who embrace digital transformation can finally benefit from sophisticated financial intelligence and future-proofed architecture, without the 
high costs and complexity that have long plagued enterprise solutions.  
 

What should CFOʼs look for when evaluating a business planning solution? Given the push to move from the back office to the front, a platform should offer 
streamlined workflows and robust analytics. Key features to look for include:

Cloud-Native Tech Stack 
 

A cloud-native technology stack can easily accommodate 
todayʼs business structures and adapt to your organizationʼs 
needs as they evolve over time.  

Sophisticated Planning
 

Your solution should support flexible driver-based financial 
models that can adapt to your evolving business needs and 
goals. Look for solutions that offer: 

Driver-based budgets easily built in-house 
Unlimited scenario testing 
Automated financial statements (Balance Sheet, Cash 
Flow, and P&L Statements) 

Intuitive User Experience
 

Any solution should make it easy for the finance team to get 
their jobs done faster and with less effort so they can focus on 
more strategic matters. Look for solutions that have: 

Pre-loaded intelligent modules for common tasks 
Fast database queries 
Seamless connection to GL, spreadsheets, and other 
data sources 

Built for Non-Enterprise Budgets
 

Choose a platform that doesnʼt require costly investments in 
IT or technical skills to implement and operate the software.  
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88% of existing spreadsheets 
contain errors 2

Every Day is Game Day 

The Office of Finance is undergoing rapid change. CEOs, Boards of 
Directors, and business managers throughout the organization want 
to tap the CFO for strategic advice that will drive business 
outcomes.  
 
To meet these expectations, CFOs and finance teams need to spend 
less time on busy work and more time thinking about the big picture 
and planning for the future. To this end, technology can provide an 
invaluable service to CFOs by enabling them to build highly 
accurate financial plans, rolling forecasts and what-if scenarios. 
Cloud-based Intelligent Planning & Analytics platforms offer 
automated workflows, robust analytics, and self-serve advanced 
reporting. They are, in short, central to a successful CFOs playbook. 
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About Centage and Planning Maestro

Centage provides FP&A software solutions that empower Finance teams to lead 
the way to a stronger, more agile business. Our cloud platform, Planning 
Maestro, makes sophisticated budgeting, planning, and forecasting easy and 
accessible. Intuitive automation accelerates workflows and improves accuracy, 
enabling Finance leaders to deliver reliable information and meaningful 
insights at the speed of business—without straining their resources. Centage 
gives Finance professionals the tools needed to thrive in todayʼs dynamic 
economy, backed by a team committed to their success. Centage serves more 
than 10,000 users worldwide.

Take your budgeting, planning, reporting, 
and forecasting to the next level.

Watch our demo here.

www.centage.comThe Playbook for Modern CFOs

https://www.centage.com/products/planning-maestro/product-demo/

