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About this report

In late summer and early fall of 2011, CFO Research Services, in collabora-
tion with HP Financial Services, conducted extensive research to explore the 
ways in which the corporate finance function was evolving in its management 
of IT functionality to drive business growth, and how this evolution may be 
changing the relationship between the finance function and the technology 
function. To gain insight into these topics, CFO Research Services interviewed 
more than 30 senior executives with finance experience at large companies in 
the United States, Latin America, Europe, Australia, and Asia. The following 
companies agreed to participate in our research:

This report is the first of two resulting from our research. It discusses the types 
of challenges finance executives see driving the need for more-effective use of 

closer collaboration between finance, IT, and the business users of technol-
ogy.  The second report discusses the different approaches that finance func-
tions are using to match new models for the provision of enterprise IT with 
evolving business needs. 
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OUR KEY FINDINGS:

  Most CFOs already are developing much closer working 
relationships with their IT counterparts to evaluate their 
companies’ use of technology, for reasons as varied as the 
companies themselves.

  For some, slow economic growth has placed a premium  
on operating e!ciency in the absence of top-line growth.

  For others, the global financial crisis has increased  
regulatory  pressure to deliver critical information faster, 
especially in the financial services sector.

  For almost all companies, the ever-increasing speed 
with which technology is changing makes it di!cult for  
finance to adequately assess the value of new technolo-
gies without greater input from IT.

  Many companies also are laying the groundwork for  
renewed growth; in this environment, neglecting cus-
tomer demands for services, response times, or access to 
information would leave companies at a crippling disad-
vantage in a more competitive marketplace.

  Making the smartest technology investments requires a close 
working relationship not only between finance and IT but 
also between finance, IT, and functional and business-unit 
leaders. !is is prompting the formation of “IT councils” and 
similar groups to drive better decision making.

  CFOs tend to fall into one of two camps in terms of how 
they assess the value of prospective IT investments: ROI  
advocates and business-benefit backers.

  ROI advocates demand that their companies build a hard-
dollar business case for new technology investments.

  Business-benefit backers contend that ROI projections 
for technology investments are either unreliable or  
unimportant. Accordingly, they argue, new technology 
initiatives must be evaluated strictly in terms of whether 
they deliver desirable—even if unmeasurable, in some 
cases—business benefits.

  Strategic vendors—those that focus on solving the cus-
tomer’s problems rather than making a sale, help custom-
ers benchmark their IT processes and expenditures, and 
share insights from their work with other customers—can 
be valuable partners in meeting the technology challenges 
that companies face.

Executive summary
Leading CFOs are working hard to become full partners to the 
business, working closely with—and often serving as the cru-
cial middle man between—the C-suite, the back o!ce, and the 
front lines of their companies. Both this trend and the benefits 
this partnership can deliver for the business became evident 
in interviews that CFO Research Services conducted in the 
United States, Latin America, Europe, Australia, and Asia. We 
spoke with more than 30 senior executives with finance expe-
rience at large companies to gain insight into the expanding 
role of the CFO, and in particular into ways that evolution is 
influencing decisions on how best to use technology to drive 
value in the business.

Especially as focus increases on using technology to deliver 
value, companies are recognizing that finance, IT, and busi-
ness units can no longer a"ord to keep to their own separate 
silos. Whether their goals are to drive operating e!ciencies or 
grow the top line, CFOs face a mounting imperative to work 
hand-in-hand not just with their IT organizations, but with 
their lines of business as well, in making technology decisions 
that help their companies realize their objectives.

#is report is the first of two resulting from our research. It dis-
cusses the factors that finance professionals believe are driving 
the need for more-e"ective use of technology, and it looks at 
how companies are deciding when and where to invest in new 
technology. It also examines the di"ering approaches compa-
nies are taking to ensure closer collaboration between finance, 
IT, and the business users of technology.

between finance and IT but also between 
finance, IT, and functional and business-unit 
leaders.
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I. New business imperatives  
drawing CFOs, CIOs closer
#ree years after the onset of the global financial crisis, CFOs 
are forging closer relationships than ever with their IT orga-
nizations, interviewees tell us. #e reasons underlying this 
change are as varied as the di"erent businesses themselves.  

For some, the necessity for change is driven by the ravages 
of the recession. Hamstrung by lackluster opportunities for 
growth, companies are turning to their IT teams in search of 
technology that can help them achieve e!ciencies. “#e focus, 
right or wrong, is shifting to the cost-side of the P&L state-
ment—even more than in the past,” says Rupesh Kolwalkar, 
CFO of financial services firm Ambit in India. “Events globally 
over the last few years are making that role very predominant 
for some CFOs.”

In other cases, CFOs face new regulatory imperatives to pro-
duce critical business information faster, especially in the  
financial services sector.

“Whereas our regulators used to demand data within 25 days, 
that has changed to one day—and finance is bearing the brunt 
of the demands,” says a senior finance manager at a major 
Asian bank. “Every new investment is getting evaluated in 
those terms. Can we do this? Can we close this in one day? 
Can we get the information at this speed? #at has become 
critical.”

#at bank has established a core finance team whose sole mis-
sion is to support the technology function. “#e numbers on 
what we’re spending on technology have substantially gone 
up,” says this executive. “#e amount of focus and time spent 
on this activity by finance has gone up. And the partnership 
between finance and IT has definitely gone up. While finance 
has always played a key role in IT and in defining investments, 
the importance of IT has increased and the partnership is 
more important than ever, with the emphasis on data accu-
racy and speed.”

But other factors not related to the economic downturn are 
also driving tighter relations between finance and IT.

One is simply the speed at which technology is changing, leav-
ing some CFOs worried that their companies will make the 
wrong investment decisions—jumping on new technology too 
soon or waiting too long to get into the game—if they don’t 
become more involved in helping to vet them.

“Should I invest today or should I postpone that investment 
for a year, six months, or whatever the time frame might be?” 
asks Forbes Alexander, CFO of U.S.-based Jabil Circuit. “#at’s 
the toughest question that always goes o" in my mind.”

#e speed at which businesses themselves change can also 
spur initiatives to adopt the technology needed to keep pace. 
“Our company was growing very, very fast, so it’s natural that 
the IT systems did not follow the growth of the company,”  
observes Marcelo Botelho, global controller for Brazilian met-
als and mining company Vale. “So we are behind where we 
should be.” In response to Vale’s impressive growth—revenues 
hit $45.29 billion in 2010, nearly doubling the $23.31 billion 
recorded in 2009—the company is now going through an IT 
transformation process that includes installing a new ERP sys-
tem in its Americas operations (representing more than 90% 
of its EBITDA generation). 

Although this initiative has been led by the IT function, Mr. 
Botelho says such e"orts will ultimately require more collabo-
ration between IT, finance, and operational teams, and that 
the company is moving in that direction. “We are adapting 
very fast,” he says, “so that we can work as a team and figure 
out the best solutions for the company as a whole.”

At other companies, simply the increasing cost of technology 
mandates closer finance oversight. “CFOs are taking on larger 
responsibilities involving IT—beyond their traditional finance 
and accounting roles—in part because IT has become very  
expensive, definitely very capex intensive,” says Rostow Ravanan, 
CFO of MindTree, an IT consulting company based in India. 
“Unlike in the past, where you put in a new computer system 
or you bought computers and they ran for five or 10 years, now 

One of the toughest questions, says the  
CFO of a U.S-based electronics firm, is 
“Should I invest today or should I postpone 
that investment for a year, six months, or 
whatever the timeframe might be?”

“The partnership between finance and IT 

the importance of IT has increased and the 
partnership is more important than ever, with 
the emphasis on data accuracy and speed.”
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you have much faster refresh cycles. So you need somebody 
[in finance] who’s got an overall business perspective as well as 
a financial perspective.”

That can be especially true when companies turn to pur-
chased IT systems rather than developing them internally, 
says Richard Heyse, vice president and CFO of U.S.-based 
WESCO International, a distributor of electrical products and 
industrial supplies. Beyond the purchase costs, he notes, those 
projects can involve complex and costly licensing agreements 
with potentially steep financial consequences for violating 
them.

“When you start deploying purchased packages, those are 
knife-edge implementations,” Mr. Heyse says. “You need 
excellent financial controls and project management to be 
successful.”

Still other CFOs find themselves drawn into closer cooperation 
with IT once their companies decide to pursue growth globally 
through acquisitions. #at’s a frequent occurrence at Mexico-
based conglomerate Alfa. “Many of the companies we acquire 
do not have the same IT philosophy, the same IT culture, or 
the same IT systems we have,” notes Alfa CFO Ramon Leal. 
“So we in finance have to work with our IT department and 
the company we’re acquiring to come up with the best solution 
for integrating those systems. We are becoming a more global 
player, and being global requires more-robust IT systems.”

Above all else, though, CFOs report working more closely 
with their IT counterparts today simply because technology 
increasingly is viewed not just as an e!ciency tool (let’s auto-
mate accounts payable!) but as a driver of top-line growth—
whether that means utilizing social media to capture custom-
ers, CRM software to drive better customer service, or, like 
Adidas China, information systems that can enable better and 
faster inventory, stocking, and marketing decisions.

Footwear giant Adidas A.G. recognized that technology gaps 
were hampering its ability to manage through the recession. 
At the height of the crisis, reports Adidas China CFO Erick 
Haskell, consumer demand for the company’s products con-
tracted significantly in China. Unfortunately, the company, 
which sells through 6,000 Adidas-branded stores there, didn’t 
have good visibility into what was happening at the retail level. 
#at crippled its e"orts to anticipate demand from its retail 
distribution partners, and has led Adidas China to look for 
quicker access to more granular sales data.

“One of the big investments I’ve made since then, and continue 
to make, is in systems that allow me to read on a much more 
immediate basis sales data at the consumer level,” Mr. Haskell 
says. “I now have direct interfaces with all my retail distribu-
tion partners and can read my retail sales on the ground. I can 

pull up data not only at the store level but down to the SKU 
level. I can see which products are selling, and that means we 
can react much faster to those trends.”

“#e idea is to add value,” summarizes Gustavo Aguirre, CIO 
at private health insurer Grupo OSDE in Argentina. “If I con-
centrate on saving money, I’m not doing the things that can 
really strengthen the business. #ere is so much to do, and 
technology changes so rapidly, that today there is not time 
to think about savings. #e question is, how do you generate 
more value for the business?” 

“We are in an industry that needs a lot of information,” adds 
Tony Ho, funding director in corporate finance for Tesco 
Property in China. “If we don’t have the technology we need 
to support that, we will not be the winner in the marketplace.”

Finance and IT working hand-in-hand
Where such attitudes exist, the traditional relationship  
between finance and IT often proves insu!cient. Finance can no 
longer a"ord to be just the controller of the purse strings while 
IT is cast as the enthusiastic promoter of the latest technology 
trend. #ey must work hand-in-hand, keeping a close eye on the 
business needs of the company rather than narrowing their focus 
solely to metrics tailored to their individual functions.

Fortunately, a closer relationship with IT merely extends, for 
many CFOs, a trend that has been underway for more than a 
decade in which they have been expanding the scope of their 
responsibilities in multiple directions, advising on every aspect 
of their companies’ operations, from the corner o!ce to the 
back office. “At our company, the finance person for every 
business tends to be the right-hand person for the leader of 
that business,” says Jeral D’Souza, CFO of Cargill Asia, a unit 
of U.S.-based foods company Cargill.

have the same IT philosophy, the same IT 
culture, or the same IT systems we have,” 

 
IT department and the company we’re  
acquiring to come up with the best solution 

 
becoming a more global player, and being 
global requires more-robust IT systems.”
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“Historically, finance and IT have been sparring partners of 
sorts,” notes Dieter John, CFO of Eurocopter Group, Europe’s 
largest helicopter manufacturer. “In fact, they need to work 
together. In our organization they do, filtering out of the many 
project requests that are made those that should be prioritized 
according to their strategic contribution to the organization.”

Abhishek Jain, associate general manager in acquisitions and 
alliances for France’s Schneider Electric in India, says that 
his company’s IT function has worked to forge closer rela-
tionships not only with finance, but also with marketing and  
human resources. “I think the primary driver of this change is 
that IT is now seen more and more as an enabler to drive the 
top line of the company, and not just as an e!ciency mecha-
nism to push the bottom line,” he says. “#is is a fundamen-
tal change in terms of the way IT is evolving. Especially with  
social media and cloud computing, IT is helping companies to 
reach out to a larger set of customers in unique ways, which 
were not there three years before.”

How CFOs are adapting
To hold up their end of the bargain in the evolving finance-IT 
relationship, CFOs are bringing new perspectives and, in some 
cases, new enthusiasm, to the partnership.

At Alfa, says Mr. Leal, he and his team spend more time soliciting 
the input of their IT counterparts than they might have in the 
past, just to keep pace with new technology trends and to better 
understand how Alfa could take advantage of them. “Where are 
the technologies going? Are we in the best position with the right 
technology today? Are the technologies that are coming up better 
than the ones we have? What is the marginal value if we could 
switch to a new technology? #ese are the questions we’re ask-
ing,” Mr. Leal says. “At the end of the day, what we’re looking for is 
the availability of information to make good decisions, so we are 
constantly talking to our IT departments to assess that.”

Perhaps more important than how much CFOs are talking to 
their IT counterparts is how they are thinking about technology. 
For many, the focus is shifting to how they can push revenues 
up rather than push costs down. #is is especially true in indus-
tries such as manufacturing, where IT infrastructure tends to be a  
minor component of overall capital expenditures.

“In terms of where we spend money on IT, our focus is on 
driving business process improvement and improving the 
interface with our customers,” says WESCO’s Mr. Heyse. 
“Trying to reduce costs in what’s already an e!ciently man-
aged area for us doesn’t even really hit the radar screen. We are 
focused on how the application of technology creates value.”

Even as they try to improve their understanding of how tech-
nology can help their companies, many CFOs also are trying 
to help their IT counterparts develop a better understanding 
of the business and financial implications of what they do. “I 
think in most cases IT wants all this nice-to-have stu", and in 
terms of technology governance and risk, they want to make 
sure they build systems where it’s low risk and nothing can 
go wrong,” says Mr. D’Souza at Cargill Asia. “#at’s where we 
work with them. At Cargill, finance and IT collaborate closely 
on the whole area of risk and controls with an eye on both 
costs and benefits. We pay a lot of attention to this.”

One key to optimizing IT sta" ’s involvement with the business as 
a whole is fostering a culture of open communication and collab-
oration across functional and organizational boundaries. 
Derrick Noe, CFO of REpower Systems in Germany, describes 
his IT function’s eagerness to work closely with the other depart-
ments it serves in order to understand their business needs. 
“#ey’re getting a good understanding of what we need from 
these systems through constant dialogue with the departments 
themselves,” he explains. “Each department—whether it’s R&D 
or purchasing or manufacturing or the controller’s o!ce—is in 
a constant dialogue with IT, describing their requirements, the 
projects that they would like to start, the timeline, and what the 
final outcome should be. It’s vital to have close, open dialogue and 
transparency in communication.”

“At our company, the finance person for 
every business tends to be the right-hand 
person for the leader of that business,” says 
the CFO at an Asian unit of an international 
foods company.

“IT is now seen more and more as an enabler 
to drive the top line of the company, and 
not just as an efficiency mechanism to push 
the bottom line,” notes an acquisitions and 
alliances executive. “This is a fundamental 
change in terms of the way IT is evolving.  
Especially with social media and cloud  
computing, IT is helping companies to reach 
out to a larger set of customers in unique ways, 
which were not there three years before.”
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Cross-functional teams
While nearly every CFO interviewed extolled the value of 
having a closer relationship with the IT organization, some 
insisted that the real goal should be to create closer relation-
ships not only between finance and IT but between finance, IT, 
and the business units.

“The message is really not about the evolving relationship 
between finance and IT,” says Jack de Kreij, CFO of Royal 
Vopak, a Netherlands-based bulk liquid storage provider for 
the global oil and chemical industries. (Mr. de Kreij also serves 
on the executive board.) Instead, he says, “it’s about creating 
an involving relationship between the business, finance, and 
IT.” Without involving all three parties, he warns, technology 
becomes the province of two expert functions—finance and 
IT—that are then denied the insights that business unit lead-
ers can and should bring to the table. “It’s really about creating 
a triangle of people supporting each other,” he says, “and, by 
networking, helping each other create a balanced platform for 
making the right decisions.”

Some CFOs are already driving the formation of, or are at least 
participating in, multidisciplinary teams working toward that 
goal. At Cytec Industries, a specialty chemicals and materi-
als company based in the U.S., vice president and CFO David 
Drillock spearheaded the formation of cross-discipline “pro-
cess councils” that include representatives from finance and 
IT as well as the company’s functional business leaders. #e 
first council was created to guide the startup of a shared ser-
vices center, but others have since been formed to focus on the 
company’s source-to-settle, customer-to-cash, and forecast-
to-facilitate cycles. In each case, they are deeply involved in 
decision making around new technology investments.

At WESCO, technology investments are vetted by a balanced 
IT advisory council that includes members of all the functional 
areas of the company, including finance and IT, as well as busi-
ness unit leaders. And at Eurocopter, a “Strategic IM Plan” 
brings together stakeholders across the value chain—business 
function chairs, together with finance and what it calls infor-
mation management—to seek common agreement on when 
and where the company should be investing in technology. As 
a result, says Mr. John, the company’s IM group has become a 
strategic business enabler helping to drive corporate growth.

As part of these teams, CFOs play a key middle-man role 
between users and providers of technology, o"ering the trans-
lation needed to match business needs with technical capabili-
ties. As the finance chief of one company observes, “Our CIO 
likes reporting to the CFO because he feels a CFO can do a 
better job of explaining and packaging things in a way that the 
rest of the members of management can understand.”

Royal Vopak’s team approach to 
prioritizing IT investments

provider for the global oil and chemical industries, has 
relied for nearly a decade on an Information and Commu-

company’s business units, its global IT leader, and its 
-

says, finance challenges that proposal from an invest-

laid out in the business case and, where metrics are 
difficult to establish, relying on the business judgment of 
the board’s members. It must do that, he says, because 
in many instances it is “extremely difficult” to quantify 
metrics such as customer service improvement or cus-
tomer satisfaction that may be the chief output of some 
IT investments.

fashion, developing “decision matrices where each proj-

complexity perspective, and from a cost perspective.” He 
notes, though, that those matrices often must be filled in 
by people outside of finance, since finance cannot judge 
the complexity of an IT project.

According to the CFO of a European heavy 
manufacturer, his IT function—and his 
company—benefits from “getting a good 
understanding of what we need from these 
systems through constant dialogue with the 
departments themselves. … It’s vital to have 
close, open dialogue and transparency in 
communication.”
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Finance’s post-approval role
At many companies, finance tends to back away from IT initia-
tives, other than those involving systems they’ll be using, once 
a commitment to implement is made. But at some, finance 
continues to play an integral role, providing oversight of the 
implementation process—signing o" on every related invoice, 
for example—and, in rarer cases, overseeing post-implemen-
tation assessments aimed at determining whether new invest-
ments are delivering the promised benefits.

“It works well to have finance involved early on in building the 
business case and making sure that whatever benefits we fore-
cast going in are measurable going forward,” says Cytec’s Mr. 
Drillock. But, he says, it’s also important to have finance follow 
the project during implementation to make sure it’s tracking 
against plan and that expenses charged to the project are cor-
rect. “#at’s all part of good project management,” he says.

At Leggett & Platt, a U.S.-based manufacturer, finance’s 
involvement extends even further. “We’re very diligent about 
coming back six months later, a year later, 18 months later, and 
seeing where we are on the original prediction of the returns—
if they are showing, if they are of the right magnitude, if they 
appear to be sustainable, and, if not, why not,” says CFO, 
senior vice president, and director Matthew Flanigan. While 
the company’s IT team is charged with tracking the return on 
investment, Mr. Flanigan says, the business unit utilizing the 
technology is responsible for identifying those returns. Finance 
then helps to analyze them. “#e three of us work together to 
create a report card on the investment,” he says.

II. ROI advocates and business- 
benefit backers
Given the wide variety of business needs and external influ-
ences that are driving closer ties between finance and IT, it 
isn’t surprising that CFOs di"er in how they evaluate and 
prioritize potential technology investments. At the extremes, 

they fall into one of two camps: ROI advocates and business-
benefit backers.

ROI advocates demand that their companies build a hard-
dollar business case for new technology investments indi-
cating just how much those projects are expected to return.  
Guillermo Calcagno, CFO of Argentina-based superstore 
chain COTO C.I.C.S.A., states bluntly, “Without the financial 
analysis and administration that comes from finance, there is 
no project. So finance is fundamental, indispensable.”

Business-benefit backers, on the other hand, contend that 
ROI projections for technology investments are second-
ary at best, and outright unreliable at worst. Accordingly, 
they argue, new technology initiatives must be evaluated in 
terms of whether they deliver desirable business benefits, 
even if it is difficult or impossible to measure those ben-
efits. As REpower Systems’ Mr. Noe explains, “The option 
is not whether to make the investment; the option is only to 
choose the best investment. The most important thing is, 
how is this going to support our business? How is this creat-
ing value by supporting better decisions, quicker decisions, 
more-complex decisions?”

ROI advocates
“I think you get two views because one size does not fit all,”  
observes Mr. Kolwalkar of Ambit. “Often, it’s a function of 
the size of the organization and of its maturity. Organizations 
that are mature, that are extremely large, might still have the  
ability to remain strategic in their investments on technology 
even though the payback could be three, five, even seven years 
out. But organizations that are small or midsized are focused on 
operational and tactical decisions based on payback time.”

A European heavy manufacturer uses a  
 

business function chairs with finance and 
information management to assess  
technology investments. As a result, notes 

a strategic business enabler helping to drive 
corporate growth.

 

the investment; the option is only to choose 
the best investment.  The most important 
thing is, how is this going to support our  
business? How is this creating value by  

 
decisions, more-complex decisions?”
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Business-benefit backers
Business-benefit backers can be found at various types of com-
panies, too, including not just mature and financially stable 
companies that can afford to make investments with no 
immediate ROI, but also younger and faster-growing compa-
nies. #is is particularly true in industries where customers 
demand ever-improving technology or where the sharing of 
information with customers or business partners is critical. 

“Scalability, flexibility, access to information at every point in 
our operations—these are the most important things to us 
from a business-case point of view,” says Selene Avalos, CFO 
of Urbi Desarrollos Urbanos. One of Mexico’s largest housing 
developers, Urbi built its business around the idea of operating 
more like a logistics company than a traditional homebuilder, 
coordinating the e"orts of multiple business partners in its 
construction of homes.

Business-benefit backers also can be found at companies grow-
ing so quickly that stopping to create ROI forecasts would, in 
many cases, simply slow the installation of systems critical to 
their continued expansion. For example, at Singapore-based 
Olam International, an integrated supply chain management 
foods company, sales have been growing at a nearly 30% annual rate 
for the past five years. “In my view, IT decisions are based on need, 
looking into the future growth of our operations,” says senior vice 
president-finance S.V. Padmanabhan. “ROI is important, but func-
tionality and e!ciency is everything. With high growth, we cannot 
stop investing quickly. We don’t start with ROI. If we need systems, 
then we need them, and we have to have the best available.”

In some cases, that’s undoubtedly true. Yet the responses of 
the CFOs interviewed for this report suggest that ROI advo-
cates may be found not only at small companies where a quick 
payback is critical to their cash flow, but also at larger, more-
mature companies where it can be hard to crank out heady 
growth numbers and, as a consequence, cost control becomes 
a higher priority. Leggett & Platt, for example, shifted from 
a growth-focused business model to a shareholder-return 
model about four years ago. Now, “every point of margin is 
precious,” notes Mr. Flanigan, who says he insists on seeing a 
hard-dollar ROI forecast for every new technology investment 
of consequence. “You can’t have the million-dollar dog to go 
out on a hunt with,” he argues. “You can’t a"ord it.” He keeps 
a close eye on what his company can a"ord, noting that any 
investment in excess of $10,000 will, in most cases, be vetted 
by the finance organization.

ROI advocates also can be found, suggests Royal Vopak’s Mr. 
de Kreij, at companies where core processes are not highly  
dependent upon technology. By contrast, he says, “in a busi-
ness where you have a higher interaction with your clients, 
where speed is critical, and where access to Internet-based 
information systems is really your key value driver, it’s impera-
tive to continually keep improving your IT systems.”

While ROI advocates agree on the importance of building a 
strong business case for technology investments, they di"er 
from company to company on which metrics to weight most 
heavily in their analysis. For some, it is, in fact, return on 
investment. Pure Fishing, a fishing-tackle manufacturer and 
subsidiary of U.S.-based Jarden Corp., likes to see a payback on 
its investments in less than two years, and preferably within a 
year and a half, says CFO William Horton. Ambit, by contrast, 
focuses primarily on a project’s total cost of ownership over a 
period of three-to-five years, but depending upon the nature 
and size of the investment also may consider the ROI outlook, 
says Mr. Kolwalkar. Tom Bartlett, CFO of American Tower, a 
U.S.-based lessor of antenna space on communications tow-
ers, says he requires a 10-year estimate of what a new technol-
ogy investment will cost and what it will return. “It’s a very 
laborious process,” he says, “but you really need to do it.”

“Scalability, flexibility, access to information 
at every point in our operations—these are 
the most important things,” says the CFO of a 

“IT decisions are based on need,” says  
the CFO of an integrated supply chain  
management company in Asia. “ROI is 
important, but functionality and efficiency is 

 
If we need systems, then we need them, and 
we have to have the best available.”
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Competitive and regulatory pressures can drive a similar 
mindset. A senior finance manager at a major Asian bank says 
that for some of the biggest investments his organization has 
made in the last 18 months—investments that he looked at 
personally—there was no case to be made in terms of ROI 
or savings. “#ese were projects that did things like increase 
speed of processing or eliminate manual processes, not only 
to save time but more importantly to improve accuracy,” he 
says. “We just said this is key to our sustenance and needs to 
be done. Some of the capabilities we created aren’t easily cor-
related to the benefits I derived, and we determined that we 
weren’t going to just put numbers on it for the sake of it.”

#e same attitude is in evidence elsewhere as well. “At our 
company, ‘We have to’ is a common theme around technology 
investments,” says the treasurer at a manufacturing firm out 
of Singapore. “We’re in an industry where the average life of a 
product is about six months. If your inventory gets out of con-
trol, you just get crucified. You end up having to do a fire sale. 
With our margins, we cannot a"ord that. As a result, we’re in 
a situation where everyone in the company wants real-time 
information.”

Even many CFOs who buy into the idea that it’s worth building 
a hard-dollar business case for IT investments concede that 
it can be di!cult. Philipp Neuhaus, CFO of Germany-based 
CWS-boco International (a subsidiary of Franz Haniel & Cie.), 
says his company looks for an internal rate of return of at least 
10% on technology investments using discounted cash flow 
analysis, but finds the analysis still challenging. His company, 
for example, uses salesforce.com, a cloud-computing-based 
customer relationship management system. “Suppose that 
by having access to salesforce.com our customer-care ser-
vice department handles a customer complaint better and 
the customer therefore stays in business with CWS-boco,” Mr.  
Neuhaus posits. “#at investment has had an e"ect on our busi-
ness, but it’s challenging to measure this ongoing customer loy-
alty, as it does not directly show up in our discounted cash flow 
calculation without further assumptions like, for example, ‘How 
much is saved through reduced customer acquisitions costs?’ If 
the customer is not canceling, he’s still our customer. #ere are 
still parts of the equation that are challenging to quantify.”

Not surprisingly, many companies fall somewhere between 
hard-core ROI fundamentalism and business-benefit enthu-
siasm. American Tower’s Mr. Bartlett says that while he uses 
ROI as a benchmark in analyzing all prospective investments, 
he does focus on other factors when evaluating IT initiatives, 
too. “I look to see whether those investments will allow us to 
scale and grow in a controlled manner, make better decisions, 
and meet all of the internal hurdles and benchmarks we’ve  
established for producing sound financial statements in a rea-
sonable period of time,” he says.

The ROI challenge

-
ers camp because competitive or regulatory pressures 
require it, others find themselves being pushed in that 
direction simply because forecasting returns on technol-
ogy investments can be, in some cases, nearly impossible 
to do with any real precision.

“So often, so many of the proposed benefits from new 
technologies are softer benefits that it’s hard to show 
how they will be brought to the bottom line,” says Pure 

in your recommendation of the project, it can be hard to 

-

case [for technology investment]. It’s more a question 
of, is this something that you just have to have in order 
to manage your company in a proper way?” Others we 

ROI on any investment, it is very difficult to produce 
precise numbers which can be measured exactly after-
wards,” insists one treasurer at an Asian manufacturing 

doubly or triply suspect, and there is absolutely no way 
you can measure it afterwards. It really comes down to a 
question of how much you can afford.”

is in the midst of deciding whether to proceed with the 

will consider what the project would return, he says, the 
ultimate decision to proceed will be determined more 
by the expected business benefit, and whether manage-
ment can be convinced that it will improve customer 
service, product quality, inventory management, and 

ERP system and get more efficient, and be able to serve 
my customers better, that would be a job well done,”  
he says.
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Peter van Bommel is CFO of the semiconductor equipment 
manufacturer ASM International in the Netherlands.  He advo-
cates for a multipronged approach to evaluating technology 
investments. “#ere are three elements, as far as I’m concerned,” 
he says. “Of course, cost is always important for every CFO, but 
there are two other issues as well. For us, it’s also, will it make 
communication within the organization easier? When you have 
one enterprise system, then you have a common language that 
makes your organization more e!cient and more focused. And 
then the third element—especially in the past year, when it is 
becoming more and more important—does it reduce the compli-
ance risks that you have as an organization? #ose are the three 
most important drivers.”

“When we do an IT project assessment, of course we focus in the 
traditional way on the net present value and discounted cash 
flows—on trying to capture the savings of implementing the 
system,” says Vale’s Mr. Botelho. “But my personal view is that this 
approach is losing some importance when you compare that with 
the intangible benefits that well-implemented, integrated informa-
tion systems can bring to a company like ours, which operates in 
over 38 countries and has more than 340 companies to consolidate 
worldwide. A key element to the success of a financial function at a 
company like Vale is to have a well-implemented and integrated IT 
solution. So it’s changing the way we analyze IT investments a lot.”

Jyrki Mäki-Kala, CFO of Kemira, a Finland-based chemicals 
company, says his company evaluates technology investments 
based on a business case that must demonstrate tangible, vis-
ible benefits, although those benefits could be defined as bet-
ter communications or a better understanding of whatever 
the system is creating. “We need to calculate the return on 
capital or return on invested capital,” he says. “You know it 
can’t be 100% right, but there needs to be an understanding of 
what kind of benefits it creates for the company.” In addition, 
says Mr. Mäki-Kala, the company prefers to evaluate technol-
ogy investments for their long-term potential—three to five 
years—as opposed to short-term returns, even if it does cal-
culate a short-term payback period. “But basically,” he says, 
“you’re talking about e!ciency and business benefit first.”

Shaun Hughes, CIO and formerly a divisional CFO at Elders, a 
$2 billion Australia-based agribusiness, notes that in assessing IT 
investments at his company, strategy drives the decision-making 
process, although projects still have to make “financial sense.”

strategic and in line with our business,” notes 
one CFO and vice president of operations.

Prioritizing technology investments

Regardless of the methodology they use to assess 
proposed technology investments, most companies find 
there’s never enough money in the IT budget to fund 

analysts but also from the IT function and the business 
units.

says the treasurer at an Asian manufacturing company. 

don’t spend a whole lot of time doing ROI stuff. It’s more 

this instead of doing something else?’ Those are the 

we have IT needs to be met, we go to great lengths to 
demonstrate that they are absolutely essential, that 
otherwise, for example, there is some fiscal or statutory 
requirement we won’t be able to meet. If that’s the case, 

-
around,’ then the answer is to go hire somebody.”

about which projects get done first are made, he says, not 
by finance or IT but by a more broadly staffed manage-

commercial projects over nice-to-have infrastructure 

role in terms of doing the ROIs, but I focus much more on 
how the business environment and the business require-
ment are driving the way our senior management team 
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Different strokes

one strategy for vetting technology investments—ROI 

companies enjoy relatively high rates of success with IT 
investments, usually pegging that rate, when pushed for 

also concede room for improvement. They say that while 
their IT initiatives usually deliver on their functional 
promise, they are often delivered late and over budget. 
“Perhaps 80% of projects go exactly as expected,” says 

-

might see as out of tune with today’s fast-paced technol-
ogy cycles can boast impressive IT capabilities. At Leg-

prides itself on being “old school,” as he puts it, and 
even concedes that if the company errs in its approach 
to investing in technology, it probably errs on the side 

no significant competitive disadvantage as a result, with 
expert third-party input to buttress his view.

“Four years ago, we brought in an independent consult-
ing firm to help us decide which of the 28 businesses we 

information systems and data we needed to go through that 

we had been contemplating a big new ERP implementation 

-
tive. In terms of the information you’re able to provide your 
managers in the field, your salespeople, and your procure-
ment people, we don’t see any sort of competitive disad-
vantage. In fact, we are surprised by the amount of detail 
you’re able to provide and the timeliness with which you’re 
able to deliver it.’”

forgo a radical overhaul of its IT systems and simply 

Flanigan says have been “very helpful, value-enhancing, 
and ROI-based.”

“We do still very much look at your classic internal rate of 
return,” Mr. Hughes says, “even though there’s a lot of judg-
ment around that. For anything discretionary, we always look 
at ROI, and we always prioritize based on that. But we appreci-
ate and understand the subjectivity in those estimates. And, of 
course, there are some regulatory changes that require proj-
ects that don’t have an ROI. You just have to do those.”

Regulatory imperatives aren’t the only factors that can trump 
ROI forecasts in deciding whether to pursue technology 
investments. #e need for more-reliable IT systems and risk-
management concerns can play a role, too. Joseph Wilkinson, 
CFO and vice president of operations for Taiyo Yuden (USA), 
the U.S. subsidiary of electronics components manufacturer 
Taiyo Yuden Co. of Japan, recalls that his company recently 
evaluated many options for creating a “failover” manufactur-
ing resource planning, or MRP, system. #e failover system 
needs to be up and running within 24 hours if the company’s 
primary system gets knocked out of commission by, say, an 
earthquake or wildfire. The company decided to continue 
operating its own primary system and servers, but placed the 
failover system with a third party. When it chose that vendor, 
“we didn’t go to the low-cost bidder,” Mr. Wilkinson says. “We 
went to someone more strategic and in line with our business. 
It hurt me not to take advantage of the lowest price (and, theo-
retically, the best ROI), but we made the decision based on the 
service levels the winning bidder was able to provide.”

III. Meeting the challenges of driving 
value with technology
In addition to having strong views about how best to priori-
tize potential IT investments, most CFOs claim a good under-
standing of what their companies are spending on technology. 
Unfortunately, some say their IT teams have limited appre-
ciation for the financial and operational consequences of that 
spending. #at makes it even more important for finance to 
have a seat at the table when vetting those expenditures. Oth-
erwise, warns WESCO’s Mr. Heyse, it can lead to IT organiza-
tions investing in technology for technology’s sake. 

“You need to focus on your processes and how you’re going 
to create value through improved processes, and you need to 
understand that technology is a tool to support the process 
transformation,” Mr. Heyse explains. “#e second you lose that 
focus, you end up adding technology that simply creates com-
plexity and increases your costs.”

#ere are, of course, IT professionals who get that. Ambit’s 
director of information technology, Vijaykumar Talreja, says 
the focus on containing costs at some companies has forced 
many CIOs to learn to do “more with less” and avoid tech-
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Mr. Leal calls strategic vendors “key stakeholders” because 
so many of Alfa’s operations and financial resources rely on 
their IT platforms. “So with those strategic vendors we have 
developed very close relationships, and they’re close with our 
business plans, and obviously they help us implement solu-
tions that are key to our company,” he says.

Concluding thoughts 
 
Looking ahead, CFOs suspect their relationship with 
such vendors—and with their own IT organizations—will 
continue to grow in importance, especially as new tech-
nologies such as cloud computing deliver new options, 
opportunities, and challenges (see our second report, 
Exploring New Models for Enterprise IT).

For many, this will be an imperative, not an option. As the 
speed of technology change continues to increase, and as 
companies struggle to simultaneously drive e!ciencies to the 
bottom line while driving revenue to the top line, finance and 
IT will have to work hand-in-hand with each other—as well 
as with their business units and their vendors—to find the 
best technology solutions to their  business needs.

nology for its own sake. That, in turn, has required that IT 
professionals hone their financial skills to understand, say, 
the difference between capex and opex, and the meaning of 
ROI. “At least for large enterprise IT projects nowadays, it 
has become mandatory at our company to work out a three-
year total cost of ownership and ROI analysis,” he says. “And 
it is tracked. If you say you’re going to start getting busi-
ness benefits in year two, we track whether you are getting 
them.”

“CIOs can be di"erent,” says Adidas’s Mr. Haskell. “My head 
of IT in China has a commercial background and a very good 
commercial sense—as does our global head of IT. #ey’re not 
in an IT bubble looking to do the next cool IT project. #ey’re 
looking to do commercially viable projects that support the 
business.”

Where companies aren’t favored with CIOs of that ilk, it puts 
greater demand on the finance organization to recruit to its 
own ranks sta"ers who can compensate. #ey’re not necessar-
ily easy to find, Mr. Heyse at WESCO says, since they have to 
understand not only finance but also business process analy-
sis, the business itself, and current technology. However, he 
says, where he’s been able to find them for his finance team, 
“they drive an enormous amount of value.”

Roles for strategic vendors
Good vendors—strategic vendors—can play a role in helping 
finance organizations meet the challenges they face in crafting 
smart technology strategies, CFOs say. #ey identify strategic 
vendors as those that:

  Focus on the customer’s problems and on improving the 
e!ciency of the customer’s operations, rather than on 
making a sale.
  Learn the customer’s business and get involved in identi-
fying win-win projects.
  Help customers benchmark their own IT processes and 
expenditures against their peers.
 Share insights from their work with other companies.
 Are available 24/7 to help resolve problems.

Not surprisingly, most CFOs say they enjoy closer relation-
ships with strategic vendors than they do with those they per-
ceive as purveyors of a commodity.

“We maintain healthy relationships with both our strategic 
and commodity vendors,” observes Alfa’s Mr. Leal, “but obvi-
ously finance pays much more attention to the strategic ven-
dors because those are the ones that we consider family, 
because they’re with you all the way.”

how you’re going to create value through 
improved processes,” says the CFO of a  
U.S. industrial distributor, “and you need to 
understand that technology is a tool to  
support that process transformation.  
The second you lose that focus, you end up 
adding technology that simply creates  
complexity and increases your costs.”
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Sponsor’s perspective
Chief financial o!cers are getting involved in IT decisions—
and not just when it comes time to pay the bill. CFOs are key 
decision makers for the evaluation, selection, and approval 
of IT investments for their enterprise or government. #eir 
strategic role requires them to look for ways to fuel growth, 
decrease time to market, and provide faster access to data 
required for regulatory compliance—and they’re looking to 
technology to deliver these results. Couple that with the sig-
nificant expense that IT represents, and it is unsurprising that 
CFOs are getting involved, often in a leading role.

#is reality is reflected in the research, which indicates that 
CFOs fall into two main categories when it comes to assessing 
technology. #e first group focuses on the return on investment 
(ROI) that the technology can provide; others, less driven by 
numbers, look to the potential business benefits the solution 
might o"er.

Regardless of which side a CFO falls on, one thing is clear: 
strong collaboration with the chief information officer 
is required to derive the most benefit from IT investments. 
Increased pressure to reduce costs requires additional scru-
tiny on each decision. Plus, as new technologies such as cloud 
become more prevalent, CFOs cannot a"ord to remain silent 
when the solution includes such issues as compliance, risk, 
and IT provisioning, not to mention the obvious areas of 
financial impact and business benefit. 

To make the most of IT budgets and maximize the benefit 
gained from each investment, CFOs and CIOs should work 
together to develop a financial roadmap that complements the 
technology roadmap. Technology is rarely a single investment; 
rather, it evolves and grows with the business, requiring ongo-
ing investment. 

HP Financial Services o"ers a complete set of financing and 
asset management solutions, available around the world, to 
help customers at every step of the journey. We work with 
companies to understand the drivers behind their technology 
investments and develop a roadmap that makes the most of 
existing infrastructure as well as the latest technologies, like 
cloud. We can help enterprises assess the impact of technol-
ogy acquisitions on their key performance indicators and 
determine if alternate sources of funding, such as financing, 
will provide better return on investment. 

IT is no longer confined to the data center. Today, technology 
has a place in the boardroom and the strategy o!ce. It is the 
CFO, in collaboration with the CIO, who is turning the poten-
tial of IT into powerful business results. 
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